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ABSTRACT
The art objects on exhibition may be read as internal landscapes
or interior reservoirs. The exhibition is a site and each art work
is a site, an allegorical site of the activity of reading and the
potentiality of multiple readings.
As reservoirs of memory the
art objects reflect on the human condition. With an allegorical
reading of the art object, the painted image becomes a reservoir
for thoughts, past, present and future.
My art work has a restorative base; it stems from the
reinvestment of desire in historical forms of art. The formulation
of 'figure
ground' imagery and the development of this imagery
in paint is centred on sensate experience with the medium of
paint and a desire to define the dialectical relations of past and
present, nature and culture.
My desire to conserve the historical
shell of painting is realised in the figural quotation and the
changes made to that quotation. The figural image which
contains references to the Baroque is transposed in an approach
to paint that emphasises expressive immediacy.
-

Figure
ground imagery stems from my interest in the relation of
nature to culture and culture to nature. These paintings and
drawings realise that the notion of the 'natural' can be
approached only through its 'cultural' representation. The works
of man about man (figural quotation) are re-absorbed into the
landscape (ground). The act of looking is an act of deciphering
what is being dissolved and what is complete. The figures thus
stand for history as an irreversible process of dissolution and
decay.
-

The modernist approach to paint that is deployed in the
translation process contribute to ambiguity, uncertainty and the
distance of allegorical correspondences
the undecided nature of
allegory.
My work is involved with the representation of the
historical drama of the imaginary coupled with the symbolic
reinvestment in the shell of allegorical desire. I am reinvesting
in a specific rhetoric of the imaginary that has been brought
-

1

about by a desire to remove painting from the self referential, to
go beyond the closure of the symbolic to the imaginary and to
assert the figure
ground polemic as part of the order of the
imaginary.
-

My painting stems from an interest in the production of
allegorical images which attempt to allegorise the activity of
looking and reading (the relation of art to art criticism). Through
my paintings I am not challenging the symbolic nor am I
attempting to undo representation nor 'rupture the sign' in a
classically deconstructive sense. My interest in allegory stems
from my concern for the development of an art work that
somehow resolves the contradistinction between theatricality and
absorption. In no way am I suggesting that such a resolution is
manifest in my work. As a painter I am interested in the relation
of art to art criticism and the way my art work is received by an
audience. Therefore, I am required to have a detailed
understanding of the relation of art and objecthood and the
relationship between the art object and the beholder.
As a result
my paintings are embedded in the concept of theatricality, raising
questions to do with spatial readings in a range of areas such as
the illusionistic, psychological, physical, fictive and ontological.

2
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PREFACE:
My approach in this exegesis consists in using paintings and
critical texts to illuminate one another, in an attempt to
reconstruct at least part of the immediate conceptual and
expressive context in which the paintings in question were made
and exhibited.i The very process of critically writing about my
own work points to the notion of a reservoir in itself. This thesis
as a whole may be considered as a container, reservoir or site;
within which are located objects of art which in themselves may
be read as containers or reservoirs (reservoirs of my various life
experiences and readings in art history). This is the very
dilemma with which I face. My relation to my art work involves
a reflection of art history and my own biographical history. This
is the reciprocal interaction of the art work and discourse on art
which the process of writing an exegesis highlights. The paintings
and this critical text are made to illuminate one another, to
establish and refine each other's meaning.2 The process of
writing about my work is an allegorising process in itself for I am
allegorising the act of looking for myself upon myself. The art
I am not sure how to articulate these points with the interests and
achievements of art history; the drift of the argument will be to suggest
that it is important to grasp the mutual internality of the two components
of the discipline that history is intentional (always "of' and untellable or
senseless apart from the objects we might otherwise think it simply
contains).
2
The process of writing about art (indeed my own art) involves me as
a painter in the realm of art criticism and art history, causing me to ask
questions concerning the function and limitations of art historical
practices and the relationship between the art work and the criticism that
it receives and / or attracts. The task for self-critical and self conscious
art criticism would be to study the ways in which a historically variable
discourse shapes the objects of art into intelligible, receivable artifacts.
This is not to suggest that pictures have absolutely no control over the
statements that are made about them. On a certain circumscribed level, the
sort of reciprocal operations that Fried describes ('Absorption and
Theatricality") for example are undeniable. The work of art possesses an
irreducible core of elements that both limit and entail the kinds of things
that can be said about it. But the salient fact of art history is that people
keep saying different things about the same irreducible core. Since the
picture presumably does not change its constitution, the explanation for
the variability of the discourse has to be sought in the dynamics of
discourse itself.
-
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works point to the juncture between percept and concept
(exterior and interior). These art works address the uncertainty
pertaining to legibility and identification. It is unavoidable that
in the process of contextualising my work I in fact prioritise my
own reading of and identification with my work.
It is through
my own reading that I encourage the viewer's involvement in the
uncertainty of the allegorical image and an allegorical reading of
the image.
Part of this project stems from a desire to remove
painting from the self referential and to transcend the closure of
the symbolic to the imaginary.
The oscillation between my view of the place and function of art
in the general is at times elided with the place and function of my
own work in the specific. Without intending to conflate my own
work with the general (as if it is part of some grand universal
meta-narrative) I at times find it difficult to separate the general
(that which is imputed in my work) with the specific (that which
is manifest in my work). Addressing the uncertainty of
identification and the legibility and/or illegibility of signs is part
of the allegory to which these images refer
an allegory of the
act of looking and reading.
-

I am not claiming absolute status for my work as allegorical.3 At
the same time I encourage an allegorical reading of them through
my own reading and through prioritising my own reading of the
images. My work alludes to the whole activity of reading and the
undecidability of reading.
My reading posits two propositions,
firstly, I propose that the art works before you may be read as
allegorical, and secondly, that the art works may be read as
allegorical sites of the act of looking and reading.

My use of the word 'allegory" here is strongly conditioned by
developments in literary criticism and history. Paul de Man's essay "The
Rhetoric of Temporality" is crucial here, as also the later work gathered
under the title Allegories of Reading. The extension of this work into
discussions of contemporary art is very largely the work of Craig Owens
and the journal October. Much of the sense of the revisionist notion of
allegory is caught in Maureen Quilligan's valorisation of 'narrative
allegory' (essentially connected to the work and play of textual signifiers)
over "allegoresis' (essentially connected to a notion of the concealment of
meaning behind a text).

The notion of undecidability presumes that the images are
encoded. The origin of the figural image lies with the Baroque as
a source for invention
initially, the idea of dramatic narratives
told through life drawing and the human body. The figure has an
empirical base; the figure
ground relation contains residues of
the historical so that an allegorical reading of the image is
possible.
The resolution of percept and concept lies with the
uncertainty of a reading which may or may not be allegorical or
may or may not be questioning the very activity of looking. The
unity of this allegorical impulse is located with the destination of
the image (the viewer), for it is possible that he/she may resolve
this doubt to which the art works refer.
-

-

"The link between signal and signification is arbitrary.
Since we are treating a sign as the combination in which
a signal is associated with a signification, we can express
this more simply as: the linguistic sign is arbitrary."4

du Saussure, F

Nature of the Linguistic Sign, p. 12
5
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INTRODUCTION: ALLEGORY AND ITS APPLICATION TO A
READING OF MY ART WORK
This introduction attempts to establish the
relation between my art work and the
dimensions of the allegorical desire.
The art objects on exhibition may be read as internal landscapes
or interior reservoirs. The exhibition is a site and each art work
is a site, an allegorical site of the activity of reading and the
potentiality of multiple readings.
As reservoirs of memory the
art objects reflect on the human condition. With an allegorical
reading of the art object, the painted image becomes a reservoir
for thoughts, past, present and future.
As a process of translation allegory actively works at surfacing
connections.
Through a reading of my work, I attempt to
highlight the space between past and present. There is a
dialectical relation between the expressive immediacy of the
work and the specific rhetoric of painting from the Baroque to
which the paintings refer. The antecedent conventions and
devices of the Baroque are deployed in the figural arrangements
of the work. The art works (specific) attempt to acknowledge
painting's (general) inherent theatricality. Emerging from the
space that is emphasised in the reading of the work between the
art work and its point of destination (the viewer) is a potentiality
of multiple readings.
The oscillation between these two
allegorical and spatial concerns is made possible through an
engagement with the source. On one hand, I propose that my
works may be read as allegories; on the other, I propose that
through a relation between object and beholder the art works
may allegorise the act of reading.
These two possibilities
transcribe unto the work a certain discourse on the illegibility I
legibility of symbols and the ambiguities relating to signification.
Firstly, I must establish the grounds by which the compositions
before you may be considered as allegorical in themselves (to
what extent they are allegories). It is possible for the works to
lei

read as allegories by virtue of the references that are made to a
particular logic of the representation of images. The quotation of
images made within the body of the work allows for a preexistent reading.
The superimposition of a particular order of
discourse in the works (the rhetoric of the history of painting
from the Baroque
the basis for my invention) may cause the
viewer to recognise the presence of a particular discursive
relation between past and present (thus allegorising the activity
of reading). The reference to Baroque conventions in figure and
ground dramatisation may trigger a deconstructive reading and
criticism which attributes function to the text in the particular
reading that is made of them.
-

Baroque resonances appear in the figural arrangements of my
work.
The condensation of these historic figural devices is
achieved through a desire for expressive immediacy conveyed
through the language of paint
thus pointing to the dialectical
relation between the image of the past and the particular reading
that is made of them in the present. Allegorical images have a
historical function. Image upon image of the present is produced
in terms of the classical past.
The relationship between the
historical and contemporary figural reference is expressed not
only in terms of physiognomy, but also structurally, through a
condensation of the dramatic narrative into a single, emblematic
instant.
It is in this framed moment or instant where past,
present and future, that is, the historical meaning of the depicted
action may be read. This is the doctrine of the most pregnant
moment that is crucial to compositional structure.5 Syntagmatic,
horizontal or narrative associations are compressed in the
construction of the image in the hope for a vertical / allegorical
reading of the image.
-

"In the middle of the journey of our life I came to
myself within the dark wood where the straight way
was lost
I cannot rightly tell how I entered there, I
....

5
Owens, C. The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of
Postmodernism Part 1' October 15, 1981 p. 76.
The doctrine of the most pregnant moment (a Benjamin concept)
dominated artistic practice during the first half of the 19th century. The
compression of the syntagmatic chain lead to allegorical correspondences
and unity between past and present located in the viewer.
-
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was so full of sleep at that moment when I left the true
way

....

"6

It may be possible to read the figural image in the work as an
emblem of mortality, that everything is subject to eventual
decay. The work becomes a site
a historic site. The Baroque
resonances in the figure may allow a realisation in the viewer of
a particular historic rhetoric of painting that is elided with the
museum (in the general and cultural) and its phenomenological
emblems of culture. In the museum, the emblems of culture are
restored. In the case of the internal landscape as a site, these
emblems (located in the figural elements) are reconciled
consciously and unconsciously. The figural images within the
works are 'emblems of becoming' as well as 'emblems of
mortality'. The figural image (and the contained allegorical
content located in the rhetoric of Baroque devices) allows the
work to make a paradigmatic reference to the museum (cultural
institution and site of the emblems of culture) to which these
paintings aspire. By reference to the site of the museum it is
possible for the works to provide a double dissolution
firstly a
condensation of past and present (a desire for historic reference
and expressive immediacy), and secondly, ambiguity between the
work as an allegorical image and the work making possible an
allegorisation of the activity of reading as a process of recall. This
second dissolution points to the juncture between the percept
(enabled through allegorising the act of reading) and concept (the
discourse given by the historical meaning and the relation made
between past and present that is located in the figural image).
The objects in the museum (general) may remain physically
separate, but mentally a continuum is achieved. In the painted
image (as site) a dialectical relation is drawn
gesture from
gesture, figure from ground may be construed as separate but are
simultaneously reconciled in the act of seeing by virtue of the
space between and behind the images to which the paintings
refer. The extent to which the image is unified / reconciled is
located in the image's destination
the viewer. By allegorising
the activity of reading the work emphasises not only the role of
the viewer but also that of the painter in ensuring that 'painting'
-

-

-

-
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Dante's Inferno, trans. Sinclair, J.D. New York, Oxford University
Press, 1939, p. 23.
ri]

pose and master the conditions of its own intelligibility and
inherent theatricality.
Through the dialectical relation that is drawn between figure and
ground, and the parallels drawn between paint and matter, object
and viewer these paintings attempt to address the relation
between the unconscious and conscious in the act of reading.
"You know when you're driving at night like this it can
suddenly occur to you that maybe you're going in
completely the wrong direction.
That turn you took
back there
you were really tired and it was dark and
raining and you took the turn and you just started going
that way and then the rain stops and it starts to get light
and you look around and absolutely everything is
completely unfamiliar.
You know you've never been
here before and you pull into the next station and you
feel so awkward saying, "Excuse me, can you tell me
where I am? ....... 7
....

Laurie Anderson's performance dialogue reminds many of us of
an actual experience. On a slightly different note we can often
arrive at a place which is familiar and cannot rightly remember
how we arrived there. The turns we took, the speed at which we
travelled and the decisions that were made along the way are all
outside our immediate recollection at the point of destination.
This scenario or anecdote about travel is in many ways a
metaphor for the relation of consciousness and unconsciousness.8
One can also cite the relevance of dreams in signification and the
relation between the dream and aesthetic engagement.
"There is no there for you, where objects are. There are
no individual exits from the world of objects into your
dream.
There are no individual marks or features by
virtue of which you can pick out the real from the
Anderson, L "Americans on the Move" a performance presented at
the 'Kitchen Centre for Video, Music and Dance" and published in October,
8, Spring 1979, p45 57.
8
The concept of travel was the key to early studies in 'Door and
Passage" exhibition of MFA developmental body of work at Alchemy Art
Gallery, Prahran in 1995.
-

-

unreal.
Criteria come to an end. Hallucination and
dreaming happen all at once, seamlessly; they are worldcreating, hence they are world depriving...
"I find that I do not accept this idea of the seamlessness
of projection."9
Dreams themselves have no latent meaning, there is no second
dream beneath the dream, there is only one dream which is
manifest and opens on to a never ending series of non-apparent
significations (allegorising the activity of looking and the
potentiality of multiple readings). It is the recollection of dreams
or parts of dreams that again enmesh the unconscious and
conscious to which these art works refer. The relation that the
recall of visions from dreams and memory has with the
experience of allegorical images is that allegory superinduces a
vertical or paradigmatic reading of correspondences upon a
horizontal or syntagmatic chain of events.lo The reader is the
space on which all the elements of the painted image are
inscribed without any of them being lost.
"..there is one place where this multiplicity is focused
and that place is the reader . ..... Yet this destination can
no longer be personal: the reader is without history,
biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who
holds the text together in a single field all the traces by
which the written text (ie. painting) is constituted." i i
It is, as if out of the corner of one's eye one can recollect or recall
that turn that was made which got us to the end
that part of the
jigsaw by which the conscious and unconscious were intertwined
within the journey. It is of course in allegory that
-

Cave!!, S. The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Scepticism. Knowledge,
and Morality, New York, Oxford, 1979, p. 356.
10
op. cit. Owens, C. 'The Allegorical Impulse Part 1", October 15,
-

1981, p. 73.
11
Barthes, R

'The Death of the Author', Image Music Text, trans.
Stephen Heath, New York, Hill and Wang, 1977, p. 148,
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"one and the same object can just as easily signify a
virtue as a vice,"12
and this works to problematise the activity of reading, which
must remain forever suspended in its own uncertainty.
The legibility of signs is always uncertain. Consciousness, being
in the world, is in fact identified with reading
an identification
which is not, however, problematic. With this, these art works
address the uncertainty pertaining to legibility and identification.
The dialectical yet harmonious (shifting) relation between figure
and ground
gesture and painted surface are the result of a
concern for ambiguity, subtlety of reading and the problem of
illegibility. Smithson writes:
-

-

"The shapes of the chasms themselves become "verbal
roots" that spell out the difference between darkness
and light".13
The concept of discontinuity and discontinuity to which
Smithson's "Spiral Jetty" refers has two implications. First, the
dialectical relation of discontinuity and continuity with regard to
the viewer's engagement with time and space within the
aesthetic experience; and secondly, the dialectical relation
the
bringing together of ruin (past site) and jetty (present work)
through the guise of land reclamation. Work and site thus stand
in a dialectical relationship. In my work the notion of
discontinuity and continuity is pertinent to the relation of past,
present and future and the relation between the historic rhetoric
of painting which is quoted and the figure
ground polemic in
the present. The figural images are deliberately monumental,
sculptural and therefore historical attempting to confront
questions of the nature of human existence. The historical figure
dressed in the dramatic is distorted and dismembered thus
connoting ideas of the fragmented and the incomplete
ideas that
are central to allegory. The language of expressive immediacy
-

-

-

12

Benjamin, W The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. John
Osbome, London, NLB, 1977, p. 174.
13
"A Sedimentation of Mind: Earth Projects." Th e
Smithson, R.
Writings of Robert Smithson, Ed. Nancy Holt, New York, NY Univ Press,
1979, pp. 87 88.
-
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and distortion transforms the perfect into the imperfect. The
sculptural and monumental figure with Baroque resonances is
transposed into the "allegorical emblem par excellence
the
ruin."14 The works of man about man are re-absorbed into the
landscape.
Paintings which address this process of dissolution
point to the discursive process of reflective thought upon 'the
nature of man' and the dialectical relation between the 'natural'
and the 'historical/cultural' (unstable opposition of nature and
culture or transference from the natural to the cultural in
representation). The act of looking is an act of deciphering what
is being dissolved and what is complete. The figures thus stand
for history as an irreversible process of dissolution and decay.
The historical resonances are petrified15
the image of figure
ground becomes a primordial landscape. The gestural language
by which this historical figure is transformed promotes the
'presentness' of the image, and the distance of such allegorical
correspondences. The works are hinting at such connections so
that there is a possibility that the images be read as allegorical.
The modernist devices deployed in the process of translation
contribute to ambiguity, uncertainty as well as distance
the
undecided nature of allegory.
-

-

-

-

"And although such a thing lacks all 'symbolic' freedom
of expression, all classical proportion
all humanity
nevertheless, this is the form in which man's subjection
to nature is most obvious and it significantly gives rise
to not only the enigmatic question of the nature of
human existence as such, but also of the biographical
historicity of the individual. This is the heart of the
allegorical way of seeing ....... 16
,

-

With allegory the two readings have to engage each other in
direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely the error
denounced by the other and has to be undone by it
a
sophisticated and subtle form of dissonance and dialectical
-

14
op. cit. Owens, C
"The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of
Postmodernism Part 1", October, 15, 1981, p. 70. Here Owens is citing
Walter Benjamin.
15
op. cit. Benjamin, W The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. John
Osborne, London, NLB, 1977, p. 666.
16
ibid. Benjamin, W. GTD p. 666.
-
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interplay. The hint should suffice to suggest that two entirely
coherent but entirely incompatible readings can be made to hinge
on one stroke or one component of figure and ground.
The
interplay between figure, ground, space and brush mark in this
instant are central to the construction of and reading of the
allegorical image. We cannot say in any way to make a valid
decision as to which of the various elements or readings can be
given priority over the other; none can exist in the other's
absence (figure/ground, past(origin)/present(work), anatomy of
the figure (Baroque conventions of the truly dramatic)/anatomy
of the brush mark (Modernist gesture). With such an allegorical
image there can be no figure without ground, no substance
without mark, no paint without painter; and therefore, no
allegory without a reader (Barthes).
The authority of the
meaning engendered by the compositional structure and technical
approach is fully revealed and obscured by the duplicity of a
figure that cries out for the differentiation that it conceals. The
work points to a great tradition of figure painting and
conventions that are re-represented, translated and distorted
through the primacy of the gesture as a residual sign of
humanity.
The polysemous nature of allegory permits the simultaneous
treatment of psychological, social and political issues. In holding
a traditional view of the moral role of art I would like to engage
and renew the inherent possibilities of allegory. Throughout its
history, allegory has demonstrated a capacity for widespread
popular appeal, suggesting that its function is social as well as
aesthetic. Hence, possibilities of the allegorical have been ensued
to provide a mode which promises to resolve contradictions
which confront modern society
individual interest versus
general well
being. These two reconciliatory elements can be
aligned with the subjective and universal (analogised through the
relationship of each mark to the whole).
-

-
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PART 1 FIGURE AND GROUND THE HUMAN CONDITION
-

Part 1 will attempt to clarify the conceptual and
philosophical basis of my work
the content of figure
and ground.
-

"If it makes sense to speak of seeing human beings, then
it makes sense to imagine that a human being may lack
the capacity to see beings as human.
It would make
sense to ask whether someone may be soul-blind....
"So to speak of seeing human beings as human beings is
to imply that we notice that human beings are human
beings; and that seems no more acceptable than saying
that we are of the opinion that they are
What is
implied is that it is essential to knowing that something
is human that we sometimes experience it as such, and
sometimes do not, or fail to; that certain alterations of
consciousness take place, and sometimes not, in the fact
of it" 17
....

The painting vocabulary that has been developed and the ideas
that are somehow implicated in the reading of my work are the
outcome of personal experience and a traditional view of the
function of art. Art does not necessarily reflect life, nor is it
separated from society. I would prefer to see that my art work
be conceived as a model of behaviour with an exemplary moral
function.
I have explored an art form which has an educative
function both in terms of the social responsibility of being an
artist and in terms of the issues to be dealt with as subject
matter.18
17

op. cit. Cavell, S The Claim of Reason, pp. 378 379.
-

18
Meyer Schapiro in 'Social Bases of Art" 1936 implied that abstraction
had a larger signification to play than that attributed to it by the
formalists. In his article Schapiro guaranteed the artist's place in the
revolutionary process through alliance with the proletariat, in 1937, in
"Nature of Abstract Art", he became pessimistic, cutting the artist off from
any revolutionary hope whatsoever. For Schapiro, even abstract art,
which Alfred Barr and others segregated from social reality in a closed,
independent system, had its roots in its own conditions of production. The

14

The art works on exhibition were produced in the Northern
Territory. The folio of work came out of my first hand experience
with 'another' culture and a natural setting that is unique to the
North of Australia.
Counterbalancing this autobiographical
content the art work is also the product of an allegorical desire.
As such, my work deals with the nature
culture dialectic. My
work presumes the nature / culture dialectic to be an unstable
one. My work also questions the extent to which it is possible for
paintings or representations of nature and of man's relationship
to nature (country) to be unmediated expression.
-

My personal association with Aboriginal people and culture in the
Northern Territory forms a backdrop to the paintings and
drawings that are on exhibition. The empirical links made with
indigenous people and practices may not be immediately read
into these art works and on this level the references made to
Aboriginal projections of 'country' in the reading of my work may
be seen as an incidental biographical departure from the main
emphases
allegory and the relation of figure and ground.i 9
However, the art works do derive in part from my search for a
heightened perception of the natural world through physical and
-

abstract artist, he claimed, believing in the illusion of liberty, was unable
to understand the complexity and precariousness of his own position, nor
could he grasp the implications of what he was doing. By attacking
abstract art in this way, by destroying the illusory notion of the artist's
independence, and by insisting on the relationships that link abstract art
with society that produces it, Schapiro implied that abstraction had a
larger significatory role thereby denouncing Barr's concept of illusory
independence and the Communist critique of abstract art as an ivory tower
isolated from society. The position of art and artist in respect of society is
of real concern to artists dealing with reconciliatory content.
19
In November 1995 and April 19961 painted collaboratively with
Barney Ellaga of the Minyerri Community. The subject of these paintings
is Barney's Country the Cox River region. The two paintings that came
from this project are Morlalalan Bijiwah1 (Rock hole for Crayfish) and
Ulum Gulum (One Rock hole). Barney was born around the time of the
war' in the Cox River Regions. He lives at Minyerri, 170 km east, south east
of Mataranka. Barney is the Northern Land Council representative for the
Cox River, Nuttwood Downs and Hodgson River region. I have also painted
collaboratively with a number of other Aboriginal people in my position
of Head of Art (Head of Art Design Technology) at Kormilda College,
Darwin, This position included obtaining and curating the annual
Kormilda College Aboriginal Art Show. The knowledge I gained from
Barney during the process of painting is relative to the extent by which
such knowledge can be told through a English as a second language and
the language of paint.
-

-

-
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psychical participation in nature.
An anecdotal reading of the
work based upon this biographical departure invests this figure
and ground polemic with a subliminal discourse about AngloAustralian identity
about where and how we live and our
beliefs and spirituality. At this level I am locating experience
and sensation with an imagined western historical body of
painting. In accordance with the allegorical desire, these
paintings propose the notion that the 'natural' can be approached
only through its cultural representation.
-

The imagery that is formed deals with the relation between
people, land (nature) and place (culture). People inscribe the
landscape they inhabit. However, it is equally true to say that
the landscape also inevitably inscribes its inhabitants. The bond
between the individual, family and land is critical to identity.
The juncture of landscape, place and identity is central to an
understanding of the human condition.
How do we recover the core of our human essence? Knowledge of
Self is not only derived from the land. The reverse is also very
true.
An understanding of self and being enables an
understanding of the universe. One who realises the truth of the
body can then come to know the truth of the universe. In order
to know the universe, you have to know yourself. The
relationship between self and universe is a symbiotic one.
"For just as man is composed of earth, water,
air and fire so is the body of the earth."20
,

This is the parallel I draw in my paintings
mind and space / figure and ground.

-

the intersection of

Here I have deployed da Vinci as a metaphor for the experience
of nature. It appears that I am slipping in and out of Western
and Aboriginal perspectives of man's relationship to land.
da
Vinci's view stems from a semi scientific investigation and is
embedded in Aristotelian logic. Aboriginal usage of metaphor is
very real.
In this context the reference to da Vinci and
20

da Vinci, L. see Nordenfalk, C. "The Five Senses in Late Medieval and
Renaissance Art, JWCI, vol. 48, p. 15, 1985.
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Aristotelian logic may appear a bit vacuous
grounded in
metaphysics such Aristotelian metaphors can be rather empty in
content. I am not proposing an Aristotelian understanding of the
universe, quite the opposite. I am superimposing an Aboriginal
view with an imaginal understanding of my own world. Personal
experience imbues the work by analogy as it were, giving rise to
a feeling for the primitive and the projection of the sublime (the
notions of the 'primitive' and 'sublime' will be discussed to a
greater extent in part 5 of this study).
-

"Stamos is on the same fundamental ground as the
primitive artist who never portrayed the phenomenon
as an object of romance and sentiment, but always as
an expression of the original noumenistic mystery in
which rock and man are equal.
Stamos is able,
therefore, to catch not only the glow of an object in all
its splendour but the inner life with all its dramatic
implications of terror and mystery."21
It is possible to allegorise the act of looking at the art work as a
process of recall
the recall of lost and found visions of the past
and present that are locked or stored in memory. The ambiguity
between figure and ground invokes spatial dimensions of time
slipping and advancing, producing a kind of rebus.
Apparent
spatial separation and then dissolution into an 'inner' and 'outer'
reflects a complex shift between one's sense of the inner and
outer world, the interior or exterior landscape. The concept of
'reversibility' is able to be read into the dialectical relations that
are drawn between the figure and ground and the inner and
outer register.
-

The parts of the figure that ignite and recede, simultaneously
diffuse and vibrate with the ground as they do in the mind. The
ruptures in the surface allow the work to become an allegory for
the act of reading and looking. It is possible for the viewer to be
drawn into the gaps of the work. In turn, it is equally possible
21
Newman, B
Theodoros Stamos, Catalogue Betty Parsons Gallery,
1947, p. 2. See Gotlieb, A. "The Portrait and the Modem Art Mark Rothko
and Barnett Newman WNYC Broadcast, October, 13, 1943, cited in Alloway,
L. "Barnett Newman: The Stations of the Cross and the Subjects of the
Artist', Topics in American Art Since 1945.
-

-

-
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that the viewer becomes involved in a reflection of consciousness.
In the act of reading, the figure is at once lost and simultaneously
re-found within the rebus. Similarly, the figure is sacrificed and
re-found in the act of painting.
This is the parallel that the
process of painting 'figure and ground' draws as an allegory of
the act of looking and reading.

II

PART 2
FIGURATION AND
ABSTRACTION
FORM AND FUNCTION
FORM AS FUNCTION

TITLE: FIGURE AND GROUND THE INTERIOR RESERVOIR
-

PART 2 FIGURATION AND ABSTRACTION
FUNCTION FORM AS FUNCTION

-

FORM AND

-

Part 2 examines the process of painting and its
relation to the content of figure and ground.
If for instance a given thesis was concerned with the
phenomenon of water the painter would ensure that his/her
painting methodology emulated and manifested the very essence
and action of water in one or more of its various forms. In this
case, the project of painting figure
ground relationships requires
a process of painting that evolves from a dual recognition and
knowledge of the body of figure and the body of ground. In this
way the process of mark making becomes the content itself
form and function are inextricably linked. Gesture is realised
through the knowing body that is aware of self, an anecdotally,
the very part that country plays in constituting one's psyche. The
figure is drawn into the painted surface, sacrificed to the ground
and then redefined within the ground in paint. The figure is
sacrificed and then found through an engagement with paint as a
metaphor for figure
ground relationships, mind and space
thus, allegorising the activity of reading.
-

-

-

-

The process of painting embodies the experience of paint and the
experience of land
personal experience becomes a universal
sign of humanity. Journeying is significant (alluded to in the title
of the exhibition of my initial M.F.A. studies "Door and Passage").
Sitting down, to remember what has been travelled, is significant.
looking down, from the ground, at the ground shows that each
small piece replicates the whole. Gesture is a metaphor for
human experience.22
-

22

Later in this essay (part 4)1 deal with the mark as symbol, a symbol
which does not necessarily represent essence, but is essence. When you
walk 'country' with Aboriginal people time is measured by journeys by
how long it takes to walk between places on the ground. The time of
journeying is filled with songs for places. Places on the ground are places
of songs. Singing the songs reminds travellers of time and distance and
place. People of the north paint time and distance and place on the
ground, on their bodies, on each other bodies, on board. They paint the
-

-
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"In sum, Cezanne provided a mark that asserted its
unique contingency more emphatically than Monet's.
His performance linked sensation to expression; and as
one stroke covered another, his painted surface
appeared and disappeared, formed by moments of
experience. "23
The work is about man's subjection to nature which gives rise to
the enigmatic question about the nature of human existence as
such (the human condition in general), but also of the
biographical historicity of the individual. The transference from
universal to individual and back is at the heart of the allegorical
impulse. Paint layering and gesture allow sensate experience to
be incorporated into the process of painting.
The process is
centred on the body of self and the body of the universe. The
relation of mind and bodies therefore, is not merely alluded to
through the image perse (the figurative image) but through the
marks that become residual signs of the parallels that are drawn
between figure, land and paint; mind, space and paint. The
option is always there to embrace the illusion, indeed to believe
in it, even knowing that it is 'only' paint.
"Painting is a great unbroken tradition that encompasses
the entire known history of man. Painting is, above all,
human."24
earth of earth, making each place smaller on itself. Paintings, marks on
the ground begin as representations; later they shift (journey) from
being symbols to becoming the country. Painting brings the essence of a
place forward, then lets it return.
23
Shift, Richard. Performing an Appearance: On The Surface of
Abstract Expressionism, p. 106. I admire Cezanne's early work in
particular.
24
Crimp, D. "The End of Painting", October, 16, 1979-1981, p. 75.
I see that that one of the problems of our era is that we can no longer
compellingly represent the human visage. Fried states
in this century
it often happens that those paintings that are most full of explicit human
content can be faulted on formal grounds." (Three American Painters,
Cambridge: Fogg Art Museum, 1965). For example, but one might equally
want to say, with de Kooning, that one could paint only portraits the
subtle interplay of 'portrait', 'canvas' and subject'. The secret of
representing human content lies in the artist's ability to show the subject
without letting it outrace or theatricalise the claims of his/her work. In
this regard I have attempted to provide a discussion of the way in which
my pictures show themselves to be of a person.
"...

-
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In each of the paintings before you there is always a figure
the
paintings produced from this stand point are never truly abstract.
Yet the paintings can be legitimately read as relationships of
colour and texture, brushstrokes and dripping, the image and the
method are inextricably bound. The work is conceived as a
series of related and dialectical images which become separate
yet interconnected painted surfaces. The painted surface is one
with the relationship between mind and space, figure and ground.
A removal of the literal element in the depiction of the figure has
served to unite the naked gesture (anatomy of the figure) with
the substance of figure and ground.
Essentially the painting
vocabulary embodies an avoidance of the basically naturalistic
view of the world as it comes. The tall and broad marks and the
man-sized area may be seen as a kind of gestural condensation of
the 'naked heroic gesture",25 and a re-discovery of the expressive
power of size. The gestures which form these images may be seen
to move in free splendour, thus enabling the viewer to fill the
open masses. It is intended that the skeletal line, by its abstract
freedom, touches the base of each man's own nature.
Every
shape becomes an organic entity, inviting the multiplicity of
associations inherent in all living things (enticing, troubling,
focusing and slipping away). The non-representational style of
allegory as evidenced in this work serves to entice whilst at the
same time distance the audience for critical purposes; intrinsic to
allegory is an openendedness
the potentiality of multiple
readings.
On one level, the work is possible of inducing a
reflexive self. Equally however, the shapes and marks may be
seen to form a theogony of the most elementary consciousness,
hardly aware of itself before the will to live. Essentially the work
is rendered on sensate experience
(and without meaning to
amplify the dimensions of my own work), it is intended that
these marks, forms and images become a profound and moving
dramatic experience.
-

-

-

25

Alloway, L. 'The American Sublime", The Living Arts, 1963, P. 17. It
may also be read as a case in time of one male holding his penis again...
quote unquote.
-
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"Painting is the art of reaching the soul through the
medium of the eyes. If the effect stops at the eyes, the
painter has only travelled half the road."26

26

Adhemar, J. Seznec, J. (Ed.), "Salon of 1765", Salons, Oxford, 1969, Vol
2, p. 174. Goethe would reply that the ambulatory and sequential metaphor
is misconceived. The great painter, he insists, reaches the soul without
ever ceasing to address the eyes. The formal elements for Goethe remain
constitutive throughout the beholding experience.
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PART 3
ALLEGORY AND
THEATRICALITY
EXPERIENCING THE IMAGE(S)

TITLE: FIGURE AND GROUND THE INTERIOR RESERVOIR
-

PART 3: ALLEGORY AND THEATRICALITY
EXPERIENCING THE IMAGE(S)

-

Part Three examines two major issues: firstly, the
critical part that allegory plays in securing a
successful relation between the art object and the
beholder; secondly, allegory's role in enabling painting
to pose and master the conditions of its own
intelligibility, thereby acknowledging the inevitable
theatricality that is inherent to painting. The linking
of allegory with both absorption and theatricality as a
post Friedian concept may appear to be a
contradiction for it is relating allegory as it were with
binary opposites
(and rhetorically I bind them). My
interest in allegory and what it can offer painting is
both academic and practical. Generally, I am referring
to an academic interpretation of the conditions
pertaining to works of art. As mentioned in part 2, I
have a traditional view of the moral function of the
artist and art
a painting is not finished until it is
hung. With this, I appear to be constructing a theory
for the ultimate work of art
one which secures a
successful relationship between the viewer and the
work. At no stage am I suggesting that the
construction of this theory resides with my body of
painting. However, my concern for allegory,
theatricality, object
beholder relationships and the
duration of the aesthetic experience does form a
background to my art production and therefore does
inform my work. The post Friedian analysis is
informed by the writing of Stephen Melville, Craig
Owens and Douglas Crimp, in October (early 1980's).
In the production of my work I am concerned with
the defeat of self referentiality and the recovery of
the terms by which painting comes to terms with its
inherent theatricality. This chapter examines the role
of the allegorical image in relation to the duration of
the aesthetic experience.
-

-

-

-
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"Painting continues to engage itself in, as it were, midair,
held by its own bootstraps between theatricality and
absorption, wall paper and the Absolute."27
The shift from history to discourse, from a third
person to a
second
person mode of address, accounts for the centrality
which Postmodernist art assigns to the viewer.28 For while we
can think of a traditional picture or a photograph29 as creating a
relationship between author (Barthes) and object (Barthes /
Fried) that exists independent of an audience, addressing no one
in particular, we must think of a sign or emblem (mark and
figure
ground relation) in this instance as existing specifically in
relation to a reader or receiver. In this respect the allegorical
image, however subtle, takes the form of a directive which is
addressed to someone, a directive that exists in the space of
confrontation between the sign and the subject (Lacan) who
views it.
-

-

-

Allegory asserts art's relationship to the beholder (allegory also
asserts art's relation to the potentiality of multiple readings via
the possibilities of absorption). Allegory is not accidentally given
over to criticism. Allegory forces recognition and its reciprocal
criticism is not simply observation: allegory demands criticism.
An allegorical work or image presents a claim upon the reader
because of the way it insists on time, it can exert itself in time
and is dependent upon time (therefore, history is its condition).
Allegory enables painting to master the conditions of its own
intelligibility.

27
Melville, S. "Notes on the Reemergence of Allegory, the Forgetting
of Modemism, the Necessity of Rhetoric, and the Conditions of Publicity in
Art and Criticism", October, 19, 1981 1983, p. 67.
28
A host of other terms for the word viewer can be found, eg. reader
-

(Barthes) / spectator (Bellour) / beholder (Fried) / addressee.
29
It seems to me that talk about photography, however sophisticated it
may become, is permanently obliged to naivete', Rosalind Krauss' double
insistence on an extraordinarily literal construal of the medium, and on
the recognition of that in photography which always must overrun that
construal, seems to me exemplary here. see op. cit. Melville, S. "Notes on
the Reemergence of Allegory.." October, 19, 1981 1983, p. 67.
-
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Allegory re-assesses (i), the conditions by which an art work is
read as an object and (ii), the conditions of the entire aesthetic
experience. Allegory promotes inaccessibility and accessibility,
reverence and distance. Allegory can appear on the surface and
in the depths. It attaches and yet it is disengaging. Allegory
undermines the stereotypes associated with the surface and
explicit offerings of a painting as the public level and the hidden
realm of the deep as the private level.
When a work of art
containing allegory affirms and addresses itself, it does not
proclaim autonomy but its ability to transcend the limits of the
public surface.
Part of allegory is the moments of revealing and concealing. To
remove the ambiguity or indirectness in allegory (referred to as
its guise) would be to remove the entire image or thing. The
success of an allegorical work rests in its ability to entice and
trouble. In the act of enticing the aim of an allegorical art object
is to point to the history between the new image and its
precursor. The need for allegory to entice and trouble involves a
detailed understanding of art and objecthood/ the relationship
between the art object and the beholder.
The existence of a beholder, the primordial convention that a
painting must behold and that a painting is made to be beheld is
a big problem for painting. An allegorical image allows painting
to address this problematic, and this is what I intend to prove in
the remaining section of part 4).
Historically this problem
became a crucial one amidst the cultural changes in France in the
mid to late eighteenth century. Anti-Rococo criticism, in
particular, the writings of Diderot are founded on the fact that
'Art saw that it was being seen'.30 In realising that it was being
seen, Art realised the exposure of itself to an audience. Through
the presence of a beholder, Art saw itself at risk. In realising the
nature of this relationship Art thought that it could lose itself and
be condemned to mere decoration. In order not to be
condemned, Art had to take control of this fact. Theatricality is
30
As Frieds study makes clear, the story of modem art history begins
with Diderot. But to understand the structure of modem art criticism, we
need to recall that while Diderot's Salons were written largely in the I 760s,
for private circulation in a manuscript newsletter from Paris, they did not
begin to be published until the mid 1790s.
-
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the word Fried uses to define the point where painting loses itself
to decoration.
Allegory enables a work of art to come to terms with and then
deny its own theatricality. When the viewer (maybe the painter
himself) looks at a painting and the painting is not aware of its
position3l the work of art is "
theatre or decoration."32
When 'Painting' exercises a claim on our attention (the name for
this is absorption) it comes to terms with 'Painting's' inherent
theatricality. Theatricality is something inherent to painting, it
refers to the distance between the viewer and object which is
internal to painting itself. Fried goes on to say that it is the
artist's task to devise a painting which claims our attention.
Fried's ideas are central to Diderot's conception of painting.
Diderot imposed on painting a simple test, a test of a painting's
stopping power, its ability to absorb in an instant its beholder.33
mere

In accordance with a Friedian interpretation the High Modernist
phenomenon of Formalism was a direct response to Art's self
31
To take this a bit further on a personal level, another feature of our
history: inscribed within its initial logic is a moment in which the painter
will come to realise that he stands himself as beholder to his own work
(here we touch on the problematic metaphoricity of the claim that
painting sees) and that the work will then inevitably remain theatrical
endless it can come to absorb him as well a moment of radical narcissism.
32
Fried, M.
Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in
the Age of Diderot, 1980, p. 77.
33
Allegory is especially interesting in Cinema montage can help to
achieve allegorical effects. See Eisensteins 'Battleship Potempkin", 1918.
Different forms of codification have been employed in film texts to exhibit
the image for the gaze of the spectator and for the scopic drive that
sustains it. The codes are designed precisely to catch' (to lure) the eye.
The imbrications of framing, composition, movement function to install
spectacle as the principle of the film's operations. The signifying systems
basis lies in a specific form of the evocation and satiation of the scopic
drive, a system which is especially concerned both to stress, to display, the
visibility of the visible, and to produce, as far as is possible, an elision
between the look of the spectating subject and the look of the protagonist
(other) across the instance of the visual field of the image. Codes such as
spatial scale (monumentality and extreme contrast); of lighting
(chiaroscuro or extremes of luminosity); of elaborate and dramatic
composition (forshortening, dynamism of the arrangement and
perspective use to compose figures in a surrounding space) can be
implemented to similar effect in painting. The study of various cinematic
forms (honours level) at Monash University in 1984 and 1985 has been
instilled in my overall conception of the visual arts.
-

-

OXII

consciousness.
The 'Kenosis'34 or emptying out facet of art that
was associated with Formalism was a result of an attempt to
"deny the primordial convention that paintings are
made to be held".35
Formalism expelled the possibility of losing itself by virtue of
denying the relationship between the art object's image and
meanings beyond the viewer
this is Formalism's castration
complex.36 According to Formalism the works of Rothko and
Noland are self referential (and only that). It is a utopian idea
that we be self referential.37 Temporality is a utopian idea and is
paramount to the work of Rothko. The work of Rothko for
example, is capable of absorbing its viewer through being self
referential. In so doing a painting by Rothko hides or conceals all
that is not 'Art', and points to its intrinsic features in order to
obtain absorption. A Rothko painting avoids the inevitable
theatricality of painting. The High Modernist painting fails at the
point when the viewer awakens from the contemplative and self
referential experience and is alarmed by the distance between
himself and the art object. The surface aspects of an abstract
painting are the closest to decoration and are therefore close to
making the work theatrical. The concept of theatricality is
pointing to the inevitability of distance between the painting and
its viewer. This distance is now acknowledged as internal to
painting itself.
In formalism the distance was in part denied
through self referentiality (Formalism's castration complex).
-

I wish to return to the relevance of the opening quote to this
section
that of the positional bind of painting between the
decorative and the absorptive and the role of allegory (according
-

34

Kuspit, DB "The Unhappy Consciousness of Modernism", Art Forum,

January 1981, p. 53.

35

Fried, M.
'Absorption, A Master Theme in Eighteenth Century
French Painting and Criticism', Eighteenth Century Studies, IX, 2, p. 324
36
op. cit. Melville, S.
"Notes on the Re-Emergence of Allegory, the
Forgetting of Modernism, the Necessity of Rhetoric, and the Conditions of
Publicity in Art and Criticism", October, 19, 1981 1983, p. 55 92.
37
The utopian moment of presentness is intrinsic to theatricality; the
suspension of disbelief is the moment to which Fried reserves for the
theatrical. For Fried this moment is a significant one and is the aim of
Formalism; the temporality of experience is theatre. Absorption is the
-

suspension of space and time in terms of presentness.
27

-

to a post-Friedian interpretation) in attempting to reconcile these
internalising opposites.
Fried's application of these binary opposites was initially done in
the context of a Formalist / Minimalist debate and his recounting
of these terms in art history and art historical discourse. History
reveals that a determination has existed in the symbiotic related
domains of art practice and art history to maintain the fiction
that painting is not submitted to a beholder and is related to the
theatre only externally and, as it were accidentally.
Painting's
problematic consisted of having theatricality and absorption
working side by side. For Fried, Manet symbolised that moment
is art history
the turning of the corner that had to be turned
the corner of no longer trying to turn the corner into purely
absorptive painting (that Formalism and self referentiality
proclaimed). According to Fried, Manet is this corner, the point at
which painting accepts the internality and inevitability of its
relation to theatre, acknowledging its own theatricality.3 8
Paintings that continue to insist on a kind of abstract purity
underlying the (traditional) project of absorption will now appear
as irrevocably theatrical, and paintings that explicitly pose (and
master) their own theatricality become capable of exercising a
claim upon our attention that 'absorption' was meant to name.
This is essentially the role that is attributed to allegorical images
in enabling a dialectic overcoming of Diderot's opposition
theatricality and absorption. However, rather than an
overcoming I would prefer to see it as a realisation of the
internalities of painting. According to Diderot what 'theatricality'
had been naming all along at first is the inevitability of distance
between painting and its viewer. In overcoming self
referentiality the allegorical image of contemporary status
acknowledges this distance (between image and beholder) as
internal to painting itself. This realisation will always keep
-

-

-

"painting from the sort of radical co-incidence with itself
promised by dialectical closure."39
38
In "Absorption and Theatricality", Fried is relating the corner that
was turned by Manet with the ontological and dialectical status of
Formalism and Minimalism.
39
op. cit. Melville, S "Notes on the Re-Emergence of Allegory,..."
October, 19, p. 67.

In this respect, painting steals itself from itself pointing to the
endlessness not just of objecthood but of time. The Derridean
inclusion on closure/disclosure supports my desire to reinvest in
the rhetoric of the imaginary; to remove painting from self
referentiality and to transcend the closure of the symbolic to the
imaginary
in my case the 'figure
ground' dissolution is at the
centre of the imaginary, thus avoiding closure.
-

-

Allegory in art allows art to move beyond self referentiality. The
allegorical image acknowledges in painting its inherent
theatricality and in so doing controls the terms of its own
intelligibility. If a work remains decorative and that is all, the art
work inevitably will be distanced from its viewer. Allegorical
works of art ask the viewer to bring to bear the actual experience
of viewing. Successful paintings that absorb come to terms with
their own theatricality and space and time is essential to solving
this problematic. By questioning the relationship between the
space of the picture and the ground of the viewer/space of the
gallery these allegorical sites attempt to point to the distance
between the allegorical image and the antecedent image and the
distance between the viewer and the art object. The intrigue
caused by the simultaneity of an image and its precursor and
signified that is revealing and concealing admits this distance to
which objecthood refers.
An allegorical image points to the temporality of the aesthetic
experience, of time passing and to come.
The concept of
endlessness of time is central to allegory and allegory's coming to
terms with theatricality and its own intelligibility. Allegory's
preoccupation with time and with the duration of the aesthetic
experience points to the intrinsic theatricality of painting.
In
other words, it is as though the allegorical image (or theatre of
the image, with reference to the relatedness of the images in the
gallery space) confronts the beholder and thereby isolates and
controls the viewer. In this sense, the allegorical image admits to
the 'endlessness not just of objecthood but of time'. In the case of
my work, the presence of the allegorical image (figural quotation)
attempts to emphasise the temporality of the aesthetic
experience. It emphasises the time that is passing and the time
that is to come; rhetorically, as the image intrigues it is meant to
29

satisfy. Simultaneously however, by referring to the space and
time of art history the allegorical image is able to fall out of one's
grasp.
In allegory, the idea of time approaching and receding
points to the infinite experience beyond the confines of the work
itself. The allegorical image refers to time and consciousness.
How does Allegory enable absorption and therefore enable art to
be dramatic as opposed to theatrical? An allegorical work of art
takes on time for itself. Having explicitly acknowledged the
inevitable theatricality of painting, the allegorical work does not
leave in the hands of the viewer the task of shaping the duration
of the aesthetic experience.
An allegorical work due to its
literalist and discursive pre-occupation and subliminal effects is
paradigmatically theatre, like theatre it:
"confronts the beholder and thereby isolates him
with the endlessness not just of objecthood but of
time.... "40
Allegory therefore questions the act of painting to address, as its
own sense of temporality like the ambiguity pertaining to
allegory itself, time both passes and comes, time and alluded
meaning(s) simultaneously approach and recede. The explicit
recovery of time in and for painting is also its explicit
acknowledgment of the inevitable theatricality of painting, in
itself and in its relation to the past, this is the function of the
allegorical image.
A High Modernist (Formalist) work does not question or allude to
the time involved or the duration of the interactive aesthetic
experience. Therefore, we are inclined to condemn as merely
that is, disguisedly
theatrical those works that do not take on
time for themselves, but rather leave it in the hands of the
viewer, to shape as he or she sees most fit. Fried writes:
-

"It is as though one's experience of the latter
(Modernist painting or sculpture) has no duration
not because one in fact experiences a picture by
-

40

Fried, M.

'Art

and Objecthood", Art Forum Vol V, No. 10, Summer

1967, p. 144.
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Noland or Olitski... in no time at all, but because at
every moment the work itself is wholly
manifest."41
A gallery/museum (simultaneously guaranteeing and guaranteed
by tradition
the allegorical site) containing works of allegory
enables the visitor to
-

"move from painting to painting, recovering each
from each, experiencing newly not only the
work's on the wall but also the space between, the
space of art history, the sense and appreciation of
painting."42
Hence, allegory is historical (historically determined). It recovers
itself from the theatrical
the claim upon our attention in the act
of viewing has been renewed through allegory.
-

The inclusion of allegory in contemporary painting frees painting
from its prison of opticality as well as a recovery of subject
matter beyond itself and the logic of its medium.
In these
paintings heteronomy and purity are at each other's service. The
separation of the "mere" from the "pure" (Greenberg) in the High
Modernist project accrues its own futility. In order to diminish
this tendency and a vision of the "Pure" in quotation marks, I
return to allegory.
"Neither within painting nor within criticism nor within
the relation of the one to the other do purity and
impurity exclude one another simply"43
Allegory replaces the exclusive duality of the 'mere' and the
'pure' with the inclusive puzzle of what a thing "really" is and
what the story really is. In this respect the return to allegory in
painting is a form of enlightenment. It enables a demystification
and revalorization of the form and nature of painting and the
41

ibid.
Fried, M 'Art and Objecthood', Art Forum, vol. V, No. 10,
Summer, 1967, p. 145.
42
Owens, C.
"Allegorical Impulse Part 2" October, 13, p. 79.
43
op. cit. Melville, S
"Notes on the Reemergence of Allegory,..
-

October, 19, p. 68.
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essence of things. With this, we return to Diderot's aim of relating
to a world to which we can be simply present to one another,
undivided and unposed, graceful.44 The High Modernist division
of the mere from the pure is replaced by the Diderot's conception
of the merely theatrical and the truly dramatic. My enquiry will
attempt to establish the affects of figure
ground painting (the
figural image) on detheatricalizing the whole. Derrida suggests
that
-

'all
the
limits
furrowing
classical
theatricality .....were
ethicometaphysical
prohibitions (such as) wrinkles, grimaces, rictuses
the symptoms of fear (castration) before the
dangers of festival.'45
-

In Diderot's writings on painting and drama the object beholder
relationship (the very condition of spectatordom) stands indicted
as theatrical, a medium of dislocation and estrangement rather
than absorption. In order to transcend the intrinsic theatricality
and limitations of painting and drama, the arts had to, according
to Diderot, function as major expressions of the human spirit.
Transcendence as a contemporary construct of the potentiality of
allegory is to detheatricalise beholding and to promote access,
absence and presence at the same time. Hence, the poignancy of
the opening quote of this section regarding the 'midair tension'
that characterises painting's predicament, suggesting the
dialectical relation of theatricality and absorption that is intrinsic
to painting.
My central concern is the Human Condition. To successfully deal
with the Human Condition these paintings (and to a lesser extent
the drawings) are embedded in the concept of theatricality
therefore requiring scale. The practice of such painting asks the
questions: 'what is the space of these images?' 'To what extent
does the relationship between the image and beholder allow the
gallery itself to become part of the theatre?' 'Upon whose ground
4

Diderot
See Fried, M. 'Toward a Supreme Fiction', New Literary
History 6 Spring, 1975, p. 562.
45
See Bass, A The Theatre of Cruelty and The Closure of
Derrida, J.
Representation in Writing and Difference University of Chicago 1978, p.
244.
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are we standing?' 'Does the ground upon which we stand, belong
to the universal figure?' 'If we as the spectators become engaged
in the theatre of the image does not the ground belong to us as
well?'
The parallel that is drawn between the space of the painted
figure and the space of the spectator allows the major
protagonist(s) in each of the images to read out backwards from
these 'projections'46 into the space of the gallery, as if the
universal figure, for one moment, were somehow next to us as
another viewer, in our space. With this, the discourse between
figure and ground becomes physical as well as mental.
The
images attempt to display space and transcend space formally
and illusionistically; they open up unfathomable space,
psychologically, theatrically, fictively and ontologically.
The
image's delicacy rests in its inability to stabilise the very thing
which allows theatricality
the location of the viewer.
The
efficacy of the image rests in its destination.
-

The setting provokes thoughts about the process and the
conditions of knowing and consequently, of being.
Apparent
spatial separation into an inner and outer reflects a complex
division in one's own sense of inner and outer world, the interior
and exterior landscape. The transition from subjective to
objective and the universal occurs in a dangerous place, and in
the possible context of a spiritual vacuum realised through a
breach in the wall for instance. Space breaks open, the canvas
becomes transparent, something is happening beneath the
surface. The rupture leads to something strange. What at first
appeared to occupy the centre stage appears unimportant. A
secondary perspective emanates forward and behind the scenes
lies what Freud called the 'navel of a dream'.47
In the context of viewing each painting the dialectic between
discontinuity and continuity is caused by the relationship
between the subject image which is recognisable in an
ambiguous sense and the concern for paint strokes and
46
The word projection is not to be misconstrued as personal
expression.
Freud, S. see Bergstrom, Janet. Enunciation and Sexual Difference'
47
(Parti), Camera Obscura, vol. 4, p 33 69, 1979.
-
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textures as an important dialogue in itself. The intuition can
be understood in terms of what de Kooning once said about
painting being a glimpse and the painter a "falling
glimpser'.48 The viewer is confronted by ambiguities so that
he/she may recognise but fail to see
see but fail to
recognise.
,

48

de Kooning, W. see O'Hara, F. Art Chronicles 1954 1966, p. 143, N.Y.
-

1975.
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COMPOSITION, CONSTRUCTION
AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE
IMAGE(S)

TITLE: FIGURE AND GROUND THE INTERIOR RESERVOIR
-

PART 4:THE COMPOSITION, CONSTRUCTION AND
DEVELOPMENT OF THE IMAGE(S)
Part four involves a discussion of the way that each of
the concurrently conceived and related images are
formulated.
Image construction recalls much of my
early interest and studies in filmic texts (Units were
taken at Monash University in "Forms of Narrative
Cinema", "Asian Cinema", "Documentary Film" and
"Film Authorship"). Composition is addressed in
relation to 2 major concerns: firstly, the intent to draw
parallels between figure and ground, and secondly, to
enable the art work to acknowledge painting's
inherent theatricality.
I want to return to the 'to be looked at
ness' of each image
which goes together with the inscription of the look of the viewer,
with the donation of the image for the looking eye. An attempt
has been made to apply compositional devices used in the
construction of filmic imagery to the construction of painted
images. The borrowing of filmic elements has been done in an
attempt to successfully address the relationship between the art
object and the beholder.
Another reason for the use of filmic
elements in the development of my thesis on allegory is that film
is the primary vehicle for modern allegory. This can be
attributed not only to its unquestioned status as the most popular
of contemporary art forms, but also to its mode of representation.
Film composes narratives out of succession of concrete images,
which make it particularly suited to allegory's essential
pictogrammatism.
-

My paintings attempt to successfully integrate figure with ground
through a progressive dissolution of the figural elements within
the ground (allegorical emblem per excellence
the ruin). This
dissolution has been partly determined by the application of
filmic elements to the construction of the painted image.
-
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The ostensible sensuous quality of much of the imagery is served
very well through the implementation of such cinematic codes.
The construction of the image suggests that at all times 'this is for
you to look at'. Interestingly enough pornographic imagery uses
similar constructionist codes. The condensation of the image, the
interplay of figure and ground (negative and positive), and the
enhancement of areas of shadow and glowing light all concern the
scopic drive of the image as contained in (and beyond) the canvas
(camera) frame. All scopic drives have active and passive facets
and the appropriation of this filmic concept is with no exception
in the paintings before you. This appropriation of filmic devices
is done with a view to define the various 'looks' that are exposed
in the spectacle. Three of the four looks activated in filmic texts
are subsumed in my w0rk49 ; firstly, the camera's/author's view
of the image, secondly, the viewer's look at the image, and three,
the look that is achieved across the interrelated images within
the gallery space or in the case of film within the filmic text as a
whole / diegetic world. In all cases in film and allegorical images,
the look of the viewer must always be present in the wings, so to
speak.
"Now I want to suggest that in the Home're r'ecitant that
strategy has been carried further by the provision of an
entire audience, from which the beholder feels himself
to be excluded, listening to and presumably absorbed in
9
The subtleties of the fourth look which are not the concern of my
work make it not of the same order as the other three looks. That is to say,
any articulation of images and looks which brings into play the position
and activity of the viewer as a distinctly separate factor also destabilises
that position and puts it at risk. When the scopic drive is brought into
focus in filmic texts, then the viewer runs the risk of becoming the object
of the look, of being overlooked in the act of looking. The key to image
construction in filmic texts is to maintain the efficacy of the viewer in the
spectacle and drama. Within the process of the aesthetic experience or the
act of contemplation the viewer can at times become 'lost' or emersed
within the image. This look occurs when the look of the viewer is
separated off from that of the camera or from the source of the image's
origin (the author). This fourth look emerges particularly strongly in
film when the viewer is looking at something he or she is not supposed to
be looking at as defined in legal or moralistic terms. Lacan correlates this
awakening or fourth look with a sense of shame: 'a look awakened by me
in the field of the other which surprises me in the act of voyeurism and
causes a sense of shame' (Heath, S. "Difference" Screen, Vol 19,3, p. 74).
Direct address imagery which is offered explicitly 'for me to look at',
stressing the addressee's look as opposed to the addresser's intervention,
are particularly liable to bring this fourth look into play in full force.

I'1

Homer's recitation.
In addition, the poet himself is
depicted as aware of the presence of that audience, for
which indeed he is performing.
The position of the
beholder in this regard is at once deprived and
privileged, much like one backstage or in the wings at a
theatrical production."50
Early attempts to achieve a dialectical relation of figure and
ground in paint (refer to my paintings titled: "Losing Mind is Not
a Tragedy" 1995, "Until My Feet are Cool in the Earth" 1995 and
"To Douse the Burning Bush and Not Rekindle It" 1996) depict
figures shown in their entirety placed in and amongst splashes
and dashes of ground. The gestural application of paint whilst
achieving equal density across figure and ground was in the
earlier stages not enough to counteract the compositional
weaknesses evident in the three aforementioned related images.
In each of the three named works the figure remained separate
to ground and was in part aimlessly floating and oscillating above
the ground.
The treatment of the figural image in all three
instances did attempt to invoke spatial dimensions of time
slipping and advancing (pertinent to an allegorical image pointing
to the very process of signification). Overall the painted figure in
these three art works is not reconciled sufficiently with the
ground. The application of filmic elements combined with a shift
in the technical application of paint to the painted surface in the
development of subsequent images has achieved the end (final
thesis presentation).
The figural image was condensed through cropping and the paint
was applied in broader and fuller gestures. The following filmic
elements were considered to reconcile the two major
compositional concerns prevalent in my work
the achievement
of a figure and ground dissolution and relationship between the
art object and the beholder.
-

The kinds of images that foreground compositional features in
films such as strong perspectival arrangements tend to play
around with the mapping of the camera's look onto that of the
50

op. cit. Fried, M. Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and
Beholder in the Age of Diderot, 1980, Appendix C.
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viewer thereby achieving an increased aesthetic effect. Such
effects as those used in "The Battle of Eros and Logos" 1996, come
to be regarded as evidence of a strong authorial presence, as
marks of the process of enunciation. The qualities of frontality,
centralisation and literal (monumental) size and shape to which
are evident is my work are elements of authorial presence. The
fact that the 'eye
images' are in close
up separates them from
the conventional forms of arty compositions in cinema.51 Strong
perspectival arrangements were used to great effect in the
revolutionary "Battleship Potempkin" 1926 by Eisenstein. The
concurrently conceived images were constructed to intensify the
object
beholder relationship.
The close
up image of the
'bespectacled old woman' is an example of a strong perspectival
device coupled with the juxtaposition of montage related imagery
in the steps of Odessa.
-

-

-

-

The cropping and condensing of the figural image and its effects
in this thesis was done in conjunction with an appreciation for the
frame as a mask. Some film authors (Boetticher and Capra) have
used the frame as a mask; 'arty' compositions in classic narrative
cinema emphasise the frame and, in so doing, also stress that the
look of the viewer is co-extensive with that of the camera, that
the two looks are one. In this way, they achieve an increase in
their 'to be looked at
ness', in terms of an increase in aesthetic
effectivity while at the same time retaining the naturalisation of
the frame for a continuous and homogenous diegetic world. The
residues of such cinematic codes have been further realised
through an appreciation for and visual awareness of devices used
in advertising to secure and manipulate audience participation.
-

Images that are constructed to emphasise framing without close
up condensation deny the thinking viewer's autonomy. Such
imagery effectively used in advertising which is directly
analogous to fetishes, stress the presence of an organising 'I'
which uses (directs) the camera's look to circumscribe and
organise the viewer's field of vision thus denying the autonomy
while acknowledging the presence of the viewer's look, making it
present and absent at the same time. However, the type of close

-

51

I am using the phrase 'arty' as a slightly pejorative shorthand,
although I am by no means prepared to dismiss all such images regardless
of the context in which they are used.

up imagery referred to in this final thesis presentation puts no
such stress on the addressor of the annunciation: it opens up a
space for the emergence of the addressee's position (pertinent to
Barthes' point of unity lying not with the origin of the image but
its destination). Obviously when one of these two protagonists
emerges, the other one tags along in its shadow.
-

The analysis of these various 'looks' that are made possible by
the allegorical image and its relationship to the viewer refers to a
psychoanalytical domain of the impossibility of closure.
The
notion of closure in representation as given by Derrida52 has use
in interpreting Lacan's realms of the imaginary, symbolic and real
and the relation between a closed/open text and an
incomplete/complete text.
The level at which the text is
incomplete or complete, closed or open is related to the relation
between the viewer and the art object
the signifier and its
signified.
My work in fact avoids closure and points to the
potentiality of multiple readings. I am reinvesting in a specific
rhetoric of the imaginary that has been brought about by my
desire to remove painting from the self referential, to go beyond
the closure of the symbolic to the imaginary and to assert this
figure ground polemic as of the order of the imaginary.
-

According to Lacan, a distinction must be drawn between what
belongs in experience to the order of the symbolic and what
belongs to the imaginary. In particular the relation between the
subject, on one hand, and the signifiers, speech, language and
imagery on the other, is frequently contrasted with the imaginary
relation, that between the ego and its images. For Lacan, the
'imaginary' is the proper study of psychology and is linked to
identification as the fundamental psychical process. As a study of
the human condition my thesis attempts to link the ideas of
theatricality and absorption to the construction of the self (The
Imaginary) .53
52
op. cit. Derrida, J. See Bass, A 'The Theatre of Cruelty and The
Closure of Representation' in Writing and Difference, University of
Chicago, 1978, P. 246.
53
When considered in Lacanian terms the imaginary is the world, the
register, the dimension of images, conscious or unconscious, perceived or
imagined. In this respect, 'imaginary' is not simply the opposite of 'real.
The image certainly belongs to reality, but exists as the Symbolic in the
construction of the self as the Imaginary. It is not that the symbolic is

Im

The relevance of Lacan to a reading of my work rests in its
relation to Barthes
the images unity lies in its destination
(viewer). Jacques Lacan's fundamental tenet that the self is an
Imaginary construct is pertinent to the allegorical desire to
develop a chain between the sign and its referent. Determined
by the sign and its referent the subject (viewer) is an imaginary
construct. The disappointment on so many male faces on
entering the streets after a John Wayne Western testifies this
point. The construct once realised as a construct works to
disappoint the viewer (subject). Lacan writes:
-

"For in the labour with which he undertakes to
reconstruct this construct for another, he finds again the
fundamental alienation which has made him construct it
like another one, and which has always destined it to be
stripped from him by another."54
in the art works before you the figures are not figures but
images of figures (the universal). The idea of the film "still",
devices from which these compositions have used, is pertinent to
making sense of Lacan in experiencing the art works. The figural
images cannot be mistaken for specific subjects caught up in
narratives of the personal.
To apply Barthes' reading these
images exist in the realm of the Symbolic and have an effect on
the construction of the self
the Imaginary. I have invested in a
historical drama of the imaginary.
I am not challenging the
symbolic nor am I attempting to undo representation in a
-

something natural', non-social; on the contrary, in its deepest foundations
(which are always structures eg. textual systems and not facts),
signification is no longer just a consequence of social development, it
becomes, along with the infrastructures, a party to the constitution of
sociality itself, which in tum defines the human race. The partial
'uncoupling' of the laws of signification from short-term historical
developments does not mean a naturalisation of the semiotic but on the
contrary re-emphasising its definitional sociality. There is always a
moment after the obvious observation that it is man who makes the symbol
when it is also clear that the symbol makes man: this is one of the great
lessons of psychoanalysis and linguistics which make allegory so
pertinent to signification.
54
Lacan, J. "The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis," The
Language of the Self, trans. Anthony Wilden, New York, Delta, 1975, p. 11.
,
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deconstructive sense.55 A literal reading of the figural image
(Barthes' first level of reading) is disallowed due to the indirect
form in which the composition and formulation takes. It is not
possible to position these images within an anecdote. As
emblems or metaphors for the human condition, these works of
art compel a typological reading (meaning type). It is the picture
(The Symbolic) which inspires imitation and mimesis (The
imaginary), and not the other way around.
In this sense the
monumental and emblematic figures are in fact figures of speech
(tropes). The ambiguity in figure and ground relationships is a
reinvestment in the notion of ambiguity as a well established
tradition, referring to the Baroque through Abstract
Expressionism.
I must now turn to the age old analogy that in every art work
there is self image, that each piece reflects back on the author in
some way, and that each piece in some way autobiographical.
With the emphasis on the universal it is possible that the images
form as impersonations, leaving an unresolved margin of
incongruity in which the image, freed from the constraints of the
self referential, can realise its position in the realm of the
imaginary. Questioning the position of the ground on and space
in which the viewer stands, the image works on a subtle point of
counter distinction between author (self) and image and beholder
55

Jacques Lacan's fundamental tenet that the self is an Imaginary
construct is pertinent to the allegorical desire to develop a chain between
the sign and its referent, thereby challenging the symbolic itself. The
problem is not necessarily to reveal the latent meaning of a sign or its
narrative but to rupture the sign itself. Splitting apart the very
representation of meaning is not to alter the symbols themselves (for
these are often set in concrete as are the associated myths) but to
challenge the symbolic itself. My work does not reside in with
deconstructionist approach. Therefore, the chain that is restored between
the sign and its referent does not necessarily challenge the symbolic but
defines the symbolic, allowing the symbolic to construct itself. My
inclusion of Lacan is not to be seen in conflict with my desire to equate the
surface of painting with the universal. The universal ideals of the 1940,
50's and 60's and the Jungian notion of the collective unconscious in
Abstract Expressionism which inferred the human condition were in a
way questioned by the very nature of the Lacanian project. Lacan set
about to deconstruct those kinds of myths and conditions of the human
condition that initially resided with Humanism. The relevance of Lacan to
a reading of my work rests with my desire to restore, a reinvestment of
desire in historical forms; a desire to conserve the historical shell of
painting through an engagement with the Baroque (retold in an
expressionist vocabulary) and the symbolic reinvestment with the shell of
allegorical desire.
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(other self) and image. Therefore, the image of disguise is more
paramount to the deferred meaning of the piece.
As the
indistinguishability of figure and ground/space developed in my
work, so the necessity for making a distinction between author
and image became more crucial to making a reading of the work.
The disguise of the personal works to expose the identification of
the self with an image as its dispossession. According to Lacan,
mimicry and mimesis are mechanisms whereby the subject
transforms himself into a picture. The image's preoccupation
with the construction of the self as the Imaginary and a
simultaneous desire to conceal the self (in the name of the
universal) is critical to this deconstructive impulse and the works
co-referencing of historical and modernist devices in painting.
The uniformity of process across the related concurrently
conceived images re-enforces continuity of time, slow time,
cultural, and historical evolution and progression.
"If the figures of the parts should be changed, the
imagination at every change finds a check; you are
presented at every alternation with the termination of
one idea, and the beginning of another;
by which
means it becomes impossible to continue that
uninterrupted progression which alone can stamp on
bounded objects the character of infinity."56
The relation and continuity of images within the gallery space
recalls Barthes attempt to locate and define the specifically filmic,
which he discovers not in the movement of images but in the still.
Whether or not we agree with Barthes' characterisation of film as
static in essence which he applies to Eisenstein's "Battleship
Potempkin", it is relevant to the way concurrently conceived and
presented painted images are read in the context of the gallery
and to the processes of signification. Barthes deconstruction of
the diegesis into isolated filmic fragments relates the way
individual 'cuts' are read with the development of schematic
layers in the development of consciousness as an allegory of
interpretation. Barthes writes:
56

Burke, E
A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our ideas of
the Sublime and the Beautiful, Chapter II, p. IX.
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"This schema is necessitated by a description of the still
in terms traditionally associated with allegory: it is a
fragment, a quotation, and the meaning it engenders is
supplementary, excessive, parodic and disseminatory."57
The repercussions of what Barthes refers to as the arbitrary cut
relates the way film and painted imagery are read. According to
Barthes, the still suspends not only motion but also story,
diegesis; engendered by the syntagmatic disjunction of images, it
compels a vertical or paradigmatic reading which is appropriate
to the site of these allegorical images. Owens writes:
"Allegory is the epitome of counter
narrative, for it
arrests narrative in place, substituting a principle of
syntagmatic disjunction for one of diegetic combination.
In this way allegory superinduces a vertical or
paradigmatic reading of correspondences upon a
horizontal or syntagmatic chain of events. "58
-

.

The relation of stills to the overall diegesis in filmic texts or in the
case of this thesis the relation of figure to ground, gestural mark
to concept, beholder to art object, and one art work to another
within the space of the art gallery itself posits the parallel of
object and essence, and symbol to whole which are central to
signification and identification.
The ambiguity between figure and ground is devastated in the
reading of the mark. The mark stands for aesthetic value and
emphasis which manifests humanity.
The relation of marks
which form a rebus has an economic function: it proffers the
truth. Rhetoric, which is always emphatic, is both decorative and
persuasive.
As accents of colour, and a metaphor for human
presence the naked gesture in these works is used to function
simultaneously on both rhetorical levels. In "The Battle of Eros
and Logos" the wrestling of figures, the reference to the male and
female counterpart and the depiction of limbs and torsos are all
57

Barthes, R. "The Third meaning: Research Notes on Some Eisenstein
Stills", Image, Music. Text, p. 66.
58
op. cit. Owens, C. "The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of
Postmodemism Part 1", October, 15, 1981, p. 85.
-
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enabled through the descriptive and metaphorical function of the
naked gesture as symbol. The depiction of the human body in
action is penetration to the soul.
"In numerous myths, the hero must be checked or
compensated by the anima, soul, or feminine dimension
of the psyche. The anima represents the principles of
eros, the drive toward unity, whereas the hero
personifies logos, the urge toward separation. The hero's
credo is 'divide and conquer', whereas that of the soul is
'only connect'. The soul has a very different conception
of freedom and different understanding of selffulfilment to that of the ego. The soul finds its freedom
through relationship and relatedness, through reaching
out to what is beyond itself. The soul's liberation, caught
as it is initially within the confines of the personal self,
is to reach out beyond the human to the transcendent
sacred, to connect its own reality with the greater reality
of the anima mundi, the soul of the world."59
The gesture can link human with non-human forms (that rock
and man are one) and point to the inherent conflict that exists in
human kind between the feminine and masculine (eros and
logos). The distinction between the literal and the rhetorical is
relevant to a reading of the gesture as a symbol and its relation
to the whole.
The symbol is a synecdoche, a part representing the whole.
Coleridge writes:
"The symbolic cannot, perhaps, be better defined in
distinction from the allegorical, than that it is always
itself a part of that, of the whole of which it is the
representative."60

59

Tacey, D. Edge of the Sacred, 1995, p. 187 188.
Coleridge's Miscellaneous Criticism ed. Thomas Middleton Raysor,
Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1936, p. 99. (see Owens, C
Allegorical Impulse Part 2", October, 13, p. 81.)
-
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-

The gesture as symbol and embodiment (the application of the
material of paint) is the juncture of inner and outer (internal
landscape / external landscape) to which this thesis refers.
"The Leibnitzian concept of expression presupposes in
principle that the whole in question be reducible to an
inner essence, of which the elements of the whole are
then no more than the phenomenal forms of expression,
the inner principle of the essence being at each point in
the whole, such that at each moment it is possible to
write the immediately adequate equation: such and such
an element = the inner essence of the whole."61
...

As symbol of humanity the 'naked gesture' (anatomy of the
figure) is the point of transcendence of outer to inner and back
again. Through the mark it is possible to think of the effectivity
of the whole in terms of each of its elements; that the expressive
nature of the spiritual whole is constituted by each element in
the making of the totality. Coleridge and Althusser combine to
apply an expressive theory of the symbol, the representational
union of inner essence and outward expression (interior /
exterior reservoir). It is in the mark that inner essence and
outward expression become identical. The mark as symbol does
not represent essence; it is essence. "The symbol is precisely that
part of the whole to which it may be reduced"62
achieving
outward expression and inward possibilities at the same time
the exterior and interior landscape, the general and the specific
and the universal and individual.
,

-

In the process and development of my work it does make a
difference as to whether the painter starts with a universal idea
and then looks for suitable particulars, or holds the universal in
the particular.
In the former method the particular has status
only as an instance, as an example of the universal.
In my
paintings gesture allows a juncture between the initial conception
of the image and its manifestation through the symbolic mark.
The painting process that has been developed expresses the
61

Louis Aithusser and Etienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben

Brewster, London, NLB. 1979, Pp. 186 187. (see also Owens, C. "Allegorical
Impulse Part 2', October, 13, pp. 81 82).
62
op. cit. Owens, C 'Allegorical Impulse Part 2', October, 13, p. 82.
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particular without independently thinking of or referring to the
universal, but in grasping the particular in its living character it
implicitly apprehends the universal along with it. Internalisation
of the form (anatomy of the figure) through knowledge and
affinity of the substance of figure and ground has allowed me to
focus on mark making as the expression of essence.

PART 5
CONTEXTUALISING THE WORK
IN ART HISTORY

TITLE: FIGURE AND GROUND THE INTERIOR RESERVOIR
-

PART

5:

CONTEXTUALISING THE WORK IN ART
HISTORY
The root of my enquiry is the historical figure as
a residual sign of the history of our age. The
origin of my figural images resides with a concern
for the 'truly dramatic'
images and conventions
located in the Baroque (which in the early part of
my enquiry were a source for my invention). My
approach to mark making evolved from a high
modernist belief that gesture and expressive
immediacy are the embodiment of human
presence (New York Abstract Expressionism).
Essentially, the references made of these periods
and styles attempt to engage both the source and
the present context in a deep way.
-

In a historically contextualising sense, the broad brush marks in
my work are a reenactment of the Abstract Expressionist
signature
defining and symbolising the human presence.
My
personal involvement with Aboriginal people and practices and
the painting of country has occurred as an intrinsic part of my
development as an artist. My personal experiences with
Indigenous peoples in the Northern Territory over a period of
five years can be appreciated at the level of ethics, giving rise to
a moral seriousness that can be located in my work.
In
contextualising this Master's enquiry which took place over a
period of four years, I am not necessarily attempting to establish
a genealogy for my work that is based simply on formal likes and
likenesses that may be located in my work. My involvement
with Aboriginal people, and more specifically my work with
Barney Ellaga at the level of 'country' in the development of 'twoway' art is implicitly part of the ground of my work.
The
influence of these experiences and of my knowledge of Aboriginal
painting may not be manifest in the work in explicit terms.
Having said that, I wish not to be seen as claiming for my work
something which may not necessarily be seen. The Northern
Territory experiences may be seen to reside in my work on a
-
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subliminal level, projecting itself through me into my painting.
The figure was my initial starting point as part of the
construction of the imaginary body of historical western painting.
The exemplary moral function ascribed to art in Indigenous
cultures in general gives rise to an intuitive relationship between
subject, medium and method. In Indigenous Australia, art is a
model of behaviour and has a moral, political, social and
documentary function. My concern for the 'primitive' in this
respect grows not only from my respect for the moral ground of
Aborigines whom I have worked with but also a need to arrest
my work from 'ego psychology'.
The fundamental moral tenet of
my work is to provide an art form that has a common ground
the ground that is centred on the reconciliation of difference and
the essential qualities of the human condition across cultures.63
-
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Moore, B.
Extract from St Helena Secondary college Newsletter
Periodical, No. 5, September, 1997, p. 1.
Post-modem thought and argument questions the source of our Western
values, our sense of right and wrong, our belief in a universal force
which is our artistic 'sublime'. In so-doing the West is now destroying
itself. Without values Mozart becomes 'muzak', Ken Done appropriates
another Aboriginal design by Rover Thomas from Warmon (Turkey Creek)
and William Joseph Turner assumes no more significance than wall paper.
The danger with such 'values' is that the assumption of universality
promotes racial superiority.
The Post-modem retort is that our values are no more than our own sense
of what matters in our own scheme of things, our perception of a
consensus. The eclectic nature of Post-modernism however, fails to
acknowledge hi storicity and cultural specificity. Western aesthetic
traditions are not just historically situated and contextually limited, they
are gender specific. Hence, there are no absolutes. I doubt that a majority
of our Muslim neighbours are even aware that the world is in a postmodem state any more than they were moved by the Enlightenment
arguments during the 18th and 19th centuries. The Zen Buddhists of Japan
do not even accept humanity's role in shaping things, nor do they accept a
dichotomy between humanity and the rest of the cosmos. Many Aboriginal
peoples identify themselves with all kinds of objects of nature through
what we in the West call totemism. To the traditional Aborigine it is not a
label, it is all that life is, not a category to be given a title, The West,
however, has never escaped the influence of Aristotle in its obsession with
categorising and labelling.
The lesson we can learn from Post-modernism is that without maintenance
of values we have nothing but a dustbin of artefacts for exploitation.
Education if done properly, can help stop the spread of both naive notions
that somehow we are all one, and extreme partisanship proclaiming that
each of us has the truth. The search for commonalities is, in the final
analysis, no more than the Post-modem levelling of cultural difference.
As an Art Educator I understand that the serious Arts of the Western
traditions are hardly in a category considered crucial to our Post-modem
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My concern for the grand old rhetoric of figure-ground painting is
dissolved in the development of a painting vocabulary that
integrates both the figure with ground and the tradition of the
Baroque with Abstract Expressionism.
"He insisted explicitly on the fact that in his thesis he
(Walter Benjamin) defined the dramaturgy of the
Baroque as an analogy to expressionism in its quest for a
formal language. Therefore I have, so he said, dealt so
extensively with the artistic problems of allegory,
emblems, and rituals."64
The pursuit of a mark making vocabulary has been done to
dissolve figure and ground distinctions, promote ambiguity,
insinuate distance between the present and an irrecoverable past
and locate and to absorb the individual within the universal. My
concern for the 'primitive' located in the work and declarations of
the Abstract Expressionists and experiential practice with
Aboriginal painters is part of an ongoing evolution of my relation
to paint and the development of a mark that projects the 'inner
essence of the whole'. This has occurred simultaneously with my
appreciation for the ties between man and nature in Indigenous
world of Big macs, Cola Wars and instant stars of screen and television in
the way they were for enlightenment Europe. What the Post-modern
theorists such as Barthes, Foucault and Derrida are really saying to us, I
suggest, is not so much that Beethoven and Turner are irrelevant relics of
a bye-gone era, but rather that these forms of 'high art' like White
Rhinoceroses are in danger of becoming extinct, or even worse, being
marketed as a commodity. Foucault suggests that we should see our lives as
seeking personal aesthetic perfection, not as reasoning our way to
enlightenment. He sees philosophical discourse as a form of poetic
expressionism akin to the artistic. This is a long way from Kant's purely
intellectual 18th century notions of universals like the 'good', the 'genius
and reasoned truth. But it is also potentially dangerous in that it can be
interpreted as a search for personal superficial gratification. What is
there to distinguish between art and pornographic exploitation without a
culturally situated value system? Post-modernism has the potential for
both the destruction of value systems and an opportunity for experiencing
them without the total commitment history demanded. The task for
educators is to try to understand the different value systems which human
societies have produced. And on this point, I do not accept the pessimistic
solipsistic view that we can never get into someone else's mind. What is
education all about if it is not trying to get into other people's minds.
64
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Revolution in Beruf, ed. Hildegard Brenner, Munich,
1971, p. 44. see Buchloh, B "Figures of Authority and Ciphers of
Regression", p.41.
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Australia.
As quoted in part 4, the symbolic mark is essence
because it is 'itselft part of the whole of which it is the
representative.
This understanding of the mark as symbol is
manifest in the design and application of the mark to surface in
Aboriginal art. As mentioned in part 2, traditional Aboriginal
people paint the earth of earth, making each place smaller on
itself.
Each mark is the culmination of personal experience
known through journey and time. In the end the marks enacted
in paint shift from being symbols to becoming country (part of
the whole of which it is the representative). Painting brings the
essence of the place forward, then lets it return.
In my case the
dissolution of figure with ground is enacted through composition
(cropping) and gestural application of paint, creating ambiguity of
figure and ground. The figure is concealed and revealed in the
field of marks and layers of paint which form the whole (The
marks are subsumed within the whole). The gestures that form
the figure equalise in the work as they do in the mind. Centred
on the human condition the art works are intended to read as
internal landscapes or interior reservoirs.
Like formalism the art work contained in this thesis tends to be
self critical and analytical in attitude. It is firmly embedded in a
historical and cultural context and the important point is it
acknowledges such a view. Self evidently, an art form (generally
speaking) is specific
its meaning is part and parcel of its period
and cannot be transposed innocently. Foster writes:
-

"To see other periods as mirrors of our own is to turn
history into narcissism; to see other styles as open to
our own is to turn history into a dream. But such is
the dream of the pluralist: he seems to sleepwalk in
the museum."65
The assumption of historical forms in a post modern age can often
be done out of context and reified. A painter is never free from
history. The return to history in my allegorical images is not to
be read as ahistorical.
Art which otherwise makes reference to
historical forms in a parodic or straight way in pleading for
65

Foster, H
"Against Pluralism", Recodings Art, Spectacle,
Cultural Politics, Bay Press, Seattle, Washington, p. 17.
-
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importance may as Foster says have a consequence of being an
"ahistorical enterprise".66 The allegorical image ensures that the
context of history is not disregarded and the continuum of time is
not disavowed. The potentially conflictual forms of art and
modes of production must not be falsely resolved in pastiche.
"The new difficulty which comes to light in the
modernist situation is that of maintaining one's belief in
one's own enterprise, for the past and present become
problematic together.
I believe that philosophy shares
the modernist difficulty now every where evident in the
major arts, the difficulty of making one's present effort
become a part of the present history of the enterprise to
which one has committed one's mind, such as it is.
(Modernisers, bent merely on newness, do not have
history as a problem, that is, as a commitment".)67
This part of the exegesis is an attempt to make a conclusion as
well as allude to some anticipated projections for the future. I
will draw together ideas from Foster, who may suggest that I am
a 'sleepwalker in the museum' (or a 'sleepwalker in immense
darkness') and Buchloh, who would suggest that I have embarked
on a regressive project in art.
The most penetrating critique linking new German painting to
past styles, and ultimately, to past ideologies, is Benjamin H.D.
Buchloh's "Figures of Authority and Ciphers of Regression."68
Buchloh's attack on figurative painting as retrograde and
politically suspect rigorously formulates a critique that runs
beneath the surface of much of the analysis (particularly
American) of German figurative painting.
My concern for a continuum in art history (the continuity of art
history) is an anti-avantgardist argument.
The heroism of the
Baroque and Abstract Expressionism can be located in my work
66
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"Figures of Authority and Ciphers of Regression: Notes
on the Return of Representation in European Painting." October, 16, 1981,
pp. 43 55.
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as it can be in the work of Baselitz, an artist whom Buchloh
considers melancholic.
"If one realises that melancholy is the origin of the
allegorical mode, one should also realise that this
melancholy is enforced by prohibition and repression.'69
The post war American Abstract Expressionist artists were in fact
history painters. Like the abstract expressionists I have a firm
commitment to the notion that the present must be viewed in
relation to history. In making this comparison I must also point
out that too often the high formalism of the mid twentieth
century is misconstrued as absent or vacuous in a social, cultural
or historical sense. Abstract Expressionism is too often viewed as
merely a pursuit in formal reductionalism. The analysis of signs
prevalent in the work of Pollock, Rothko and Newman suggest
that contrary to the notion that these Abstract Expressionist
artists started with the minimum, the truth is that they
incorporated complex layers of cultural allusion into their art.
Often the comments made by the artists suggested an emptying
out function of the art. The 'Kenosis' to which the artists were
referring was in reference to their stance to European traditions
in painting. In 1948 Newman wrote:
"We are freeing ourselves of the impediments of
memory, association, nostalgia, legend, myth, and
what have you, that have been the devices of Western
European painting."70
In later statements Rothko and Still confirmed the renunciatory
mode.
Rothko rejected
memory, history, or geometry."7 1
"..
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the surface of much of the analysis (particularly American) of German
figurative painting. Buchloh asks whether there is a causal connection
by which growing political oppression necessarily and irreversibly
generates traditional representation.
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From these statements we can deduce that common to the
abstract expressionists is the idea of art as the outcome of an
essentialising doctrine: in other words that art is what is left
when surface detail and secondary ideas have been scraped
away. On the surface this is what is true, but the renunciations
that were demanded did have a definite cultural context.
From a moralistic standpoint, art's value is derived from its
success in embodying great thoughts and enduring themes. This
view of the artist as a visionary and teacher is hallmarked in the
declarations made by the American Abstract Expressionist artists
of the 1950's, in particular Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, Barnett
Newman and Clifford Still. This view of the artist as teacher is
also apparent in various Indigenous cultures, namely Australian
Aboriginal culture.72
In apparently dismissing history Rothko and Newman were
setting up an antipathy to the eighteenth century tradition of
American painting as it evolved from its European roots. This
opposition to the European-American tradition is embodied in
Still's statement:
"The fog has been thickened, not lifted by those who,
out of weakness or for positions of power, looked back
to the Old World for means to extend their authority
in this newer land."73
The abstract expressionists in particular Pollock and Newman
were looking to make strong connections between American art
and primitive art. In 1944 Newman wrote about Pre-Columbian
stone carving and on the "The Arts of the South Seas" exhibition
and The Museum of Modern Art. In each case Newman takes a
primitive art form that is associated with America, or, at least
non-European. In these writings Newman discloses his concern
72
The moral role of the artist in Aboriginal culture was reinforced
through personal experience painting with the Aboriginal painter
Barney Ellaga from the Minyerri community in 1995/6. Evidence of these
collaborative projects can be seen in the slides.
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for primitive art as an alternative to the European tradition. He
examines the Pre-Columbian sculpture as part of
"the metaphysical pattern of life".74
Concurrent with the discussion of the qualities contained in
primitive art, Newman's examination of contemporary art
involves an application of the qualities derived from primitive
art. In the catalogue "The Ideographic Picture" Newman declares
the existence of:
"a new force in American painting that is the modern
counter-part of the primitive art impulse".75
In identifying the primal energy of primitive art as a source for
contemporary art, the Abstract Expressionists of the nineteen
forties were tapping into an inner life that exists in Indigenous
art and the application of similar notions to the production and
response to contemporary forms of American art. The Abstract
Expressionists continued to see art as a 'projection' of humanity.
The ideograph embodied the sublime
and was the creation of a
universal symbol. Newman's notion of the 'sublime' as the "the
echo of the noble mind"76
was derived from Pre-Columbian
sources. The European Surrealist invention 'Automatism' was
adapted and developed by the New York artists to envelop
Jungian's definition of the collective unconscious.
A Jungian
inflection was coupled with a reading of primitive art to produce
an art of the sublime.
Newman equates his reading of the
sublime with a view of art as the projection of universal
humanity.
-

"The Sublime is a projection of the artist which is not
equated with emotional self-expression."77
74
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Through this definition of the sublime and art as a projection of
greater humanity, Newman declares the singularity of the artist's
role in the world
the creation of images that touch each man's
own nature.
In other words, art's value is derived from its
success in embodying great thoughts and enduring themes that is
at best encapsulated in the 'Sublime'.
-

"But this thin surface of the original, which accompanies
our entire existence
is not the immediacy of a birth; it
is populated entirely by those complex mediations
formed and laid down as a sediment in their own history
by labour, life and language so that
what man is
reviving without knowing it, is all the intermediaries of
a time that governs him almost to infinity."78
....

....

The exhibition is part of the cultural change that is taking place in
Australia.
Many Australians are bored with their own self
imposed confinement and defensiveness, and are eager to explore
what lies beyond our traditional barricades and defences. Many
are also alert to the false unity imposed upon the country by
nationalistic sentiment, and are keen to explore ruptures and
gaps
both within society and self. However, comforting for
some, the nationalist folk
image of the 'bush' is a landscape
which has been represented as a rural paradise
an idealic field
of stability, peace and security. The paintings presented in this
thesis contest such a purely cerebral and optical response to
phenomena.
Country and identity are not merely defined in
terms of beauty.

-

-

-

-

How does the contemporary Australian artist produce an image of
the land that is not read as a projection of personal expression?
This is a huge challenge in painting for the contemporary
Australian painter of land.
The painting of figure and ground
relation suggests that the transition from the individual to the
universal can be obtained with reference to the development of a
painting methodology which concentrates on mark as symbol of
an intuitive knowledge of the inner workings of the
essence
-
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subject and the elimination of superfluous detail which may
conceal essence
the projection of the sublime in art. In order to
produce art in Australia that touches the base of each man's own
nature (an art that embodies personal experience of living in
Australian) the artist must read into the subject its own inner
life, and that this inner life becomes the embodiment of
expression. The inner is projected through the mark which is
subsumed within the whole. This is not to be misread as the
trivialisation of this great commitment of the artist to the
production of art of a national identity.
-

In 1991 and 1992 I travelled abroad to see Celtic art in relation
to landscape and country and to realise and explore those cultural
and religious responses to landscape which are my own cultural
heritage. The experience revealed that Celtic culture was largely
archaeological in modern Europe. The notion of landscape as
commodity is the legacy transported with us to Australia. We
have become users.
Generally we do not have a tradition for
expressing our spiritual links to the land of Australia and in this
way art becomes a way to deal with physical and spiritual
feelings. It is a way for me to express my concerns for country,
for me to make amends with the landscape. If we do not have a
spiritual bond with the land then we never know how to behave
in it and with it. We must become reconciled with the land,
become bonded to it in order for both to survive.
The dilemma of producing an art that transcends personal
expression is of particular difficulty given the entrenched
western tradition of landscape and figure I ground painting in
Australia. Always in the Western frame subjectivity is privileged
and regarded as the ruling element. In conjunction with
Modernism's greatest legacy
the primacy of the individual and
personal freedom, the landscape is often stripped or emptied in
the process of perceiving and conceiving.
Modernism's
achievement expresses the most profound moral value of
Western Civilisation: personal freedom. The dark underbelly of
freedom in our society is overweening narcissism, compulsive
striving and schizoid alienation from self and surrounds. If the
landscape is felt to possess a certain character or mood, then this
is said to be created by the perceiving subject and projected upon
-
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the land. Freud said that the primal view of an animated natural
world
"is nothing but psychology projected into the external
world" .79
Western Intellectual tradition has a host of terms and concepts to
explain away the indigenous view that the land is animate and
alive.
Any life out there was put there by a creative mind.
According to an intellectualist position all we can know are our
own internal images, which we project vainly upon the world.
Can we be sure that our experience of the land is created solely
by our own subjectivity? Opposing this view is the realisation
that the "landscape is not a dead background to our busy, self
propelling human lives."80 The link between figure and ground
posits the dichotomy of human impulse (the western view that
human beings are moved by society, conditioning, and human
impulse) and the part that primordial earth spirits play in the
way we move. These are the parallels I draw between identity
and origins, gesture and the human presence, the body of the
figure and the body of the universe (figure/ground), mind and
space and the past as viewed in the present.
"In allegory the observer is confronted with the facies
hippocratica
of history as a petrified, primordial
landscape."81
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This article examines the Abstract Expressionist
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painting. The writer is sensitive to the artist's
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signifiers of humanity without compromising the
flatness of the picture plane.
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Barthes, R

Elements of Semiology
Jonathon Cape, London 1967.
It is possible to draw links between
psychoanalytic theory (Freud/Lacan
the theory
of the symbolic and the imaginary, and Barthes.
To make this comparison about the methods of
interpretation is not to suggest that the aims of
Freud and Barthes are the same. The systematics
of Freud's interpretations help to substantiate his
description of mental processes; at the same time,
this theories of mental processes serve an
explanatory function within the interpretations.
Freud1 s theories are among several systems of
explanation used by Barthes, whose emphasis is
on the multiple systems of meaning potentially
operating in one text, rather than in the text as a
symptom of mental processes. The potentiality of
multiple readings in one of the central tenets to
my work.
-
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Barthes, R

Image Music Text
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The "Death of the Author" is an insightful piece
dealing with the symbols and the problems of
illegibility. Barthes refers to these codes as (a)
the code of action, (b) the hermeneutic code, the
voice of truth, (c) the symbolic field, (d) cultural
and referential code, voice of science, (e) semes
or connotative signifieds, voice of the person.
Bass, A

"Theatre of Cruelty and The Closure of
Representation" Writing and Difference
University of Chicago, 1978.
This text provides a useful application of Derrida
to the reading of art objects. The work has use in
interpreting Lacan's realms of the imaginary,
symbolic and real and the relation between a
closed text and an incomplete/complete text. The
level at which the text is complete is related to
the relation between the signifier and its
signified and therefore the viewer and the art
object. In this regard the assessment of closure is
intrinsic to the role that allegory plays in
enabling painting to come to terms with its own
intelligibility. The major theorist of the
heteronomous and heterological is, of course,
Derrida. Heteronomy and purity are, as it were,
in each other's service; neither escapes or stands
apart from , the other.
Purity and its quotation
marks together are essential to what we mean by
modernism.

Bell,C

Art
1912
This text is concerned with Bell's notion of
Significant Form. It is an essential read in order
to understand its influence of this theory on the
development of formalism by Herbert Read and
later in Greenbergian aesthetics. I understand
the motives behind Bell's text. The idea of
'significant form' exists in principle. The notion
of Significant Form is seen in North-West
Kimberley art.
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Bellour, R

"The Obvious and the Code" Screen Winter
1974/5 vol 15No4
An excellent application of semiotic analysis to
cinematic conventions. The analysis was
interesting reading in light of the object
beholder relations in the reading of spectacle.
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"Thesis on the Philosophy of History"
Illumination trans. Harry John N.Y Schocken 1969
p 255

Difficult to read; it must have been difficult to
translate.
Benjamin, W

The Origin of German Tragic Drama
Trans. John Osborne, London NLB 1977 p 84 85
-

Benjamin's view of allegory is a classical one. His
interpretation of allegory is at the base of Owens'
re-interpretation and my application. Therefore,
Benjamin is a necessary read. The text is at times
very demanding and at times difficult to digest,
owing to incomplete translation or to the author's
esoteric writing style.
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"Enunciation and Sexual Difference (Part 1)"
Camera Obscura, Vol. 4, p. 33 69, 1979.
-

An outstanding semiological study of image and
spectacle in the work of Alfred Hitchcock's "The
Birds". T.his article provides a definition and
working of a textual approach to filmic texts. The
methodology involves psychoanalysis as a means
of reading the signs and patterns of signs in the
overall structure of the filmic text. In examines
structures within the single frame as well as the
re-working of Eisenstein's theories of montage
structures.
Both of these considerations are of
relevance to an examination of the structures
that relate symbols in a single painting as well as
the interrelations that exist between related
paintings in a gallery space. The appropriation of
this decodification method is relevant to object
beholder relations.
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This was secondary reading to Fletcher. Borges'
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Buchloh's attack on figurative painting as
retrograde and politically suspect rigorously
formulates a critique that runs beneath the
surface of much of the analysis (particularly
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Buchloh asks whether there is a causal connection
by which growing political oppression necessarily
and
irreversibly
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representation.
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A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our
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II, P. IX
A useful adjunct to Kant which I studied as part
of my second degree in Arts
Philosophy at
Monash University in 1984. Burke's concern is
truth and beauty and is a must in relation to
Ruskin. The important point about Kant is that
his emergence of his theories on the philosophy
of art emerged in Europe at the same time that
Diderot's theories on absorption were published
(the mid 1790's). The writings of Kant and
Diderot are dialectically opposed.
-
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Cohn McCahon: Artist
Reed Books, Auckland, 1983
Better colour pictures are required. The
continued study of McCahon is necessary for the
following reasons: Firstly, each time you look you
see different things and McCahon paints beneath
the surface. In McCahon you have to ask whether

or not he renders the iconic in indexes of his own.
In other words, through understanding of
himself, his subject and his medium his gesture
appears not as a pure index but an icon.
McCahon's painting is post painterly painterly
expression. In his painting he questions whether
the act of imitating your own mark is the denial
of spontaneity. Looking at McCahon becomes a
valuable lesson to all whom intend to paint.
Bryson, N
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Regime, Cambridge, 1981.
This is an insightful book in Anti-Rococo theory.
The book analyses the moral role of art and the
devices used to promote Theatricality.
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The Claim of Reason, Cambridge, England, 1976.
Cavell text points to the relation between the art
work and the criticism of it. Cavell believes that
criticism is inevitable and internal to the
experience of art.
As he says "Often one does
not know whether interest is elicited and
sustained primarily by the object or by what is
said about the object." p. 207.

Carroll, S

"Reciprocal Representations: David and Theatre"
Art in America 78, p 198 207, May 1990.
-

The writer analyses how within the interchange
of artistic genres particular to the Neo Classical
period, David found his subjects, gestures and
exhibition methods which he transferred to the
dramatic world of his canvasses. The text was of
interest in the early years of my MFA before I
condensed my imagery.
Cramer, S.(ed.) Post Modernism: A consideration of the
Appropriation of Aboriginal Imagery Brisbane,
1989
This text deals with authentication
with
particular reference of Aboriginal symbology in
art.
-

5

Crimp, D

"The End of Painting"
October 16 1979- 1981, pp 69- 86
There will always be a place for painting. It is
the texture and the marked surface that ensues a
unique dialogue that maintains painting. In
photography for example, the viewer is never
separated from the referent, always drawn back
to the image and the location. Crimp writes:
"Painting is a great unbroken tradition that
encompasses the entire known history of man.
Painting is, above all, human."

Crumlin, R (ed.)

Aboriginal Art and Spirituality
Collins Dove, Melbourne 1991.
This is a useful text that is an appendix to
Morphy's "Ancestral Connections". The latter is at
times difficult to plough through. It is possible
for non- Aboriginal people to work closely with
Aboriginal people over a period of a life time and
never scrape beneath the surface.

Carrier, D

"Naturalism and Allegory in Flemish Painting"
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 45, p237
49 Spring 87.
-

This article is a useful mediator between the
mind of a budding scholar and the minds of
renowned critics such as Ruskin and Panofsky in
regard to the interpretation of Allegory.
Descharnes, R

Salvadore Dali, Abrams, New York, 1976.
In the early part of my studies on the 'Door as a
Metaphor in Painting' this was an invaluable text
dealing with the relationship between image and
psychoanalytic text. Door imagery was discussed
on many occasions.

Delaney, S J

"The Iconography of Giovanni Bellini's Sacred
Allegory"
Art Bulletin 59 p332 335 Sept. 77
-

An interesting reading in the sacred and the
profane.

de Man, Paul "The Rhetoric of Temporality". Singleton, ed.,
Interpretation: Theory and Practice, Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1969, pp.
173 209
-

This text provided a good basis in the definitive
nature of allegory in literary history. It provided
a stepping stone to more contemporary
definitions and applications of allegory in the
visual arts by Owens and Melville.
Dickey, S

"Judicious Negligence: Rembrandt Transforms an
Emblematic Convention", Art Bulletin June 1986
No 2 p 254 -262
The emblem is a symbolic motif combined with
technical execution. Rembrandt freed painting
from Flemish draughtsmanship convention. The
'Emblem' is associated with metaphor and
therefore this reading was of relevance to my
early enquiry in allegory as an extended
metaphor.

Eco, U

A Theory of Semioticslndiana, Bloomington 1979
As an appendix to Barthes, Eco becomes an
imaginative writer. His style is a little less dry.

Ferguson, G

Signs and Symbols in Christian Art
New York: Oxford Univ Press, 1954
A useful text, particularly for analysis of door
imagery in Christian art.

Fineman, J

"The Structure of Allegorical Desire"
October 15 1981
Fineman's text is to be read amidst the reemergence of allegory as a central term in recent
criticism of literature and art in the early to mid
1980's.
Fineman's text is of some interest and
complexity. However, it cannot be read
singularly and must be read as an appendix to
Owens. It does feature in the same "October" as
Owens' "Allegorical Impulse Part 1."
-
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Fisher, P

"Blake's Attack on the Classical Tradition"
Philological Ouarterly vol XL Jan. 1961 No 1 p 1
Buchloh's text "Ciphers of Regression" can be read
in the context of a broader field of opposition to
classical forms and ideas.

Fletcher, A

Allegory Theory of a Symbolic Mode
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1964.
-

This text was my starting point to establishing,
defining and examining Allegorical forms of art
and literature.
Fletcher points to some of the
subtle variations in the way allegory may be
defined in different contexts and genres. For
example, agoreuein connotes public, open,
declarative speech. This sense is inverted by the
prefix allos.
Thus allegory is often called
inversion. Sometimes the term inversio may be
taken in its original sense of translation, while
translatio is the Latin equivalent of the Greek
metaphor. Fletcher does consider the subtleties of
these definition variations in relation to the
variations across languages. Fletcher also makes
some further comments on the various political
applications of the term allegory. Fletcher offers
the definitive text on allegory, particularly its
traditional functions and readings.
Foster, H

"Against Pluralism", Recodings
Art, Spectacle,
Cultural Politics, Bay Press, Seattle, Washington,
pp. 13 32.
-

-

A worthy contribution to my thoughts on the
moral obligation of the post modern painter and
the dangers of hybridisation and random eclectic
synthesis.
Foucault, M

The Order of Things
Tavistock, 1970
Part of my thesis is that painting is a model of
behaviour for the human subject. Foucault's text
proposes the idea that 'man' has only recently
emerged as an object of our knowledge. Foucault
examines various forms of art and human
El]

sciences to establish the origins of constitution in
man and the extent to which the arts and human
sciences have contributed to this knowledge of
man. The chapter on Velazquez is outstanding.
It provides insight into the ambiguities of
identification and the various readings made
possible by the allegorical image.
Foucault, M

This is not a Pipe
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983.
This text was an interesting read and of use to
the reading of allegorical images / metaphors.
The Duchamp notion of appropriation is part of
the allegorical impulse with which Foucault's text
indiretly addresses.
It is possible to read a
subtle distinction between pun and metaphor
from this text, especially given Magritte's
representation of women as "Les Liaisons
Dangereuses

Franzke, A

Georg Baselitz
Prestel-Verlag, Munich, Germany 1989
This is a superb text on Baselitz. It provides a
contextual reading of the artist and his works. I
do however, prefer Reiner Fetting to Baselitz.
The relevance of Baselitz is in his approach to the
canvas and art history (the binding of the
rhetoric of historical references with an
Expressionist vocabulary
forming a dialectical
relation between past and 'presentness' located in
the relationship of the figure to the process.
-

Fried, M

"Absorption, A Master Theme in Eighteenth
Century French
Painting and Criticism"
Eighteenth Century Studies IX, 2 pp 307 32
-

An outstanding analysis of the work of antiRococo artists including Greuze and Chardin.
Fried's definition of theatricality and the analysis
of the moral obligation of the painter were of
benefit to my study.

Fried, M

Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and
Beholder in the Age of Diderot
University of California, 1980
This book revises, expands and gathers together a
number of previously published essays.
It
provides a very detailed application of Diderot to
the viewing of art objects. The text is essentially
on the theory of discourse.
The book is a
powerful demonstration that the history of art
cannot be told in isolation from a critical
reflection of art criticism. The very presence of
Diderot instead of Greuze or David in the title of
the work of art history marks an important shift
and emphasis that had profound implications at
the time.
Fried proposes a method in which
paintings and critical texts are made to illuminate
one another, to establish and refine each other's
meaning;
this is the model of fully reciprocal
interaction between art and art criticism. Once
Fried posited the need for a critical vocabulary to
'illuminate' the works of art, the momentum of
the admission, I think, eventually lead to the
conclusion that art and the discourse on art stood
in a subordinated rather than a reciprocal
relation, with criticism holding in the end the
dominant position.

Fried, M

"Art and Objecthood", Art Forum, Vol. V, No. 10
Summer, 1967, p 144 ff.
A very controversial text of its time. It must be
viewed to a large extent within the terms and the
limits of the formalist programme of the mid
1960's. My paper assumes something very much
like Fried's picture of the emergence and value of
modernist art.

Fried, M

"Toward a Supreme Fiction" New Literary History,
6 Spring, 1975, p. 562
The most practicable and useful of the four Fried
texts given in this Bibliography. The problem
with Fried's model of a mutuality between
pictures and language is that it accepts as given
what is precisely at issue in any modern critical
10

account of the learned disciplines. This is the set
of ideas holding that our words and the things of
the world can engage in a straightforward
conversation, that objects, such as paintings, can
tell us how they should be talked about, that preexistent facts can establish the meanings of
language, that certain verbal formulas have an
ineluctable appropriateness to their referents.
Fry, R

Vision and Design
This is the text on the origins of formalism. This
text is a pre-requisite to Greenberg.

Fuller, P

Art and Psychoanalysis
London, 1980
A comprehensive introductory text on the
interrelation of the various school's of
psychoanalytic thought and the visual arts. The
text also examines the evolution of
psychoanalytic theory and its impact on the
visual arts. The bottom line is that the creation
of art has provided for the development of a
complex variety of enterprises that feed off the
initial practice of art production.

Fuller, P

"On Social Functionalism"
Art Scribe (UK) No 13 Aug 1978 pp 43 -47
This is an interesting argument about the
relationship between US Formalism, US Political
Structures and the inculcated ideology about the
great American Dream.

Fry, N

"Myth as Information", Hudson Review, Summer
1954
A useful text on the application of myth to the
reading of symbols. The philosophy of symbolic
forms
is a philosophy which starts by looking at
the variety of mental constructions in human life
as closely associated with culture. Thinking is
one of the many things that man does. Fry links
the formation of myths in culture with thinking
which is part of a whole; the whole being the
,
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'functional unity' of human work in the world.
The entirety of this whole is constituted by the
diverse mental constructions which include
science, mathematics, philosophy, language, myth
and the arts as an expression of what we call
culture. The way that myth culture is
constructed is through a composition of units
referred to a symbols.
Green, N
Mort, F

'Visual Representation and Cultural Politics"
Block 7 1982 pp 59 68
-

This article examines the relation between
Modernism and Marxism. It proposes that one of
the most widespread attacks on Modernism and
art for art's sake has always come from the
Marxists, for whom the concept of the function of
art as something purely aesthetic and individual,
and without external attachments, is spiritually
sterile and corrupt. It aligns the conception of art
as a private activity with the evolved notion that
to know oneself is an end in itself instead of a
means through which one knows the world. I
tend to align myself with the latter view. Does
this necessarily make me a Marxist? Too often
these types of categorisations are self denying.
Germer, S

"In Search of a Beholder: On the Relation between
Art, Audiences, and Social Spheres in Post
Thermidor France.
Art Bulletin vol 74, p 19 36, 1992
-

The author examines how David and his
contemporaries went beyond merely appealing to
the viewer. Germer uncovers how the selection
of a distinctive pictorial language was intended to
define an ideal public for their pictures, through
either addressing the political beliefs or
appealing to the concrete revolutionary
experience of specific social groups.
Habermas, J

"Modernity versus Postmodernity"
New German Critique, winter 1981 p. 3ff
Habermas takes a decisive stand to maintain the
"project of modernity".
Stimulated by the re12

examination of Max Weber's works Habermas
sees the development of the modern age as the
"differentiation of the value spheres of science,
morality and art", and he sees the project of
modernity as one which endeavours to develop
these spheres according to their "inherent
respective logic", which can at the same time
have a positive impact on the organisation of
everyday life. Here Habermas emphasises the
continuity of culture, by stressing the necessity of
a specialised elaboration of artistic problems
while at the same time using aesthetic experience
"exploratively for the illumination of a lifehistorical situation." This is the relevance of
Habermas to the support of my traditional view
of the specific role of art
having an exemplary
moral function (locating the present in the past).
-

Hasenmueller, C

"Panofsky Iconography and Semiotics"
Journal of Aesthetics And Art Criticism
35/6 Spring 1978 pp. 289 301
-

This text provides an insight into the precursor to
semiology.
One must read Panofsky before
attending Barthes.
Heath, S

"Difference" Screen, Vol. 19, No. 3, Autumn 1978,
pp. 51 112
-

Maybe one day I will develop my literary skills
to emulate this master of film and psychoanalytic
theory, Simply awesome.
Holloway, M

"Untitled Red: Colour and the Experience of the
Sublime".
Annual Bulletin, National Gallery of Victoria,
1982
The sublime is a projection of the artist which is
not equated with emotional self expression but
with universal humanity and is a high order goal
that is not easy to obtain. It is through an
attention to detail and then the elimination of
detail that one closes the gap. The writer of this
article was one of my lecturers at Monash
University, Clayton, 1984 85, and 1987.
-
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Hermeren, G

Representation and Meaning in the Visual Arts, a
study in the Methodology of Iconography and
Iconology
Stockholm 1969
This text is an adjunct to Hasenmueller. The
reading of iconology was essential in my early
examination of symbology and allegory in
traditional western art forms. Through my
interest in signification, I also had a go at
applying Panofsky to Aboriginal symbology and
the symbolic tradition with indifferent results.

Jean, M

The History of Surrealist Painting. Tr. by S.W.
Taylor
New York, 1960
An excellent and insightful discussion of the
symbolic and allegorical discourse in Surrealist
paintings.

Joselit, D

"Wrinkles in Time" Art in America v 75 p106
11 July 87

-

The paintings of mark Tansey are critical of
representation.
The paintings combine dissimilar or contradictory
images in the context of an exceedingly dramatic
tableaux. The selection and use of imagery in the
paintings achieves an allegorical comment on the
ambiguities of representation.
The analysis of ambiguity was quite useful in my
formulating a parallel between figure and ground
in an entirely different epoch.
Symbolism and
the real operate simultaneously in his landscapes.
Jung, K

Science of Mythology: Essays of the Myth of the
Divine Child and Art
In attempting to depict the evolving unity
between people and country (non-indigenous
consciousness and its response to the landscape) I
turn to the image of the child as a metaphor for
our beginnings as individuals. I imagine that the
child is better able to experience the organic
connection of the human and the natural. The
14

unconscious is built up overtime through the
layering of experiences. The child becomes an
emblem that "links human and non-human
worlds (and) acts as a personification of the
cosmos itself" (Tacey, D. Edge of the Sacred, p.
167.).
The child is a symbol of the Anglo-Australian's
need to have a liberated perception and spiritual
response to the land. A merely cerebral response
is mitigating and continues to promote a spiritual
void. To emulate the source is a view from
without. The art of the inner is achieved through
the artist's desire and undertaking to become like
nature and to enter the inner life of nature. I n
my paintings I seek a kind of heightened
perception of the natural world through physical
and psychical participation in nature. The figure
and ground polemic is a discourse based on an
Anglo-Australian identity
about where and how
we live and our beliefs and spirituality. The
young child crawling in "Until My Feet are Cool in
the Earth" (1995) is a metaphor for the painting
experience. The sensate experience of working in
paint forms the figure and ground. As an
expressive medium. painting becomes a
metaphor for the human condition.
-

Kunzle, D

"Bruegel's Proverb Painting and the World Upside
Down"
Art Bulletin 59 197 202 June 77.
-

The practice of turning your painting upside
down in the act of reflection is healthy
transference.
Kuspit. D B

"The Unhappy Consciousness of Modernism", Art
Forum
Jan 1981, p53

This article is a very good analysis of the affect
that Formalism had o painting and the 'Kenosis'
of New York Modernism.

15

Lacan, J

Ecrits: A Selection, Tavistock, 1977
Lacan effaces the simple opposition of mind and
body, knowledge and ignorance, life and death.
This is very appropriate to the thematic content
of m' work.
Moreover, Lacan insists on this
effacement through a certain kind of reading.
Lacan characterised his own enterprise as
commenting on the texts of Freud, a layering of
another text over his.
The two form an
allegorical relationship in Walter Benjamin's sens
of the term.
Lacan focuses his impressive
analytic powers on symbols, metaphors and
words. Appropriate to my view that art is a
model for behaviour, Lacan emphasised that
symbols and metaphors motivate human
behaviour; for Lacan they are human behaviour.

Lacan, J

trans. Anthony Wilden "The Function of Language
in Psychoanalysis", The Language of the Self, New
York, Delta, 1975, pp. 9 16.
-

This text explains how language (art) can work to
expose the identification of the self with an image
as its dispossession.
For Lacan the self is an
Imaginary concept.
Lane, B G

"Sacred versus profane in Early Netherlandish
Painting"
Simiolus 17- 18 1987-88, p 107 -115.
This article is useful in helping to understand the
semiotic readings intended by artists of the
Northern Renaissance. The question of 'disguised
symbolism' promoted by Panofsky in his reading
of the paintings is debated in this article. The
article asks the question did the naturalism of
early Netherlandish painting pose a threat to the
sacred content of the images?

Laing, D

The Marxist Theory of Art
The Harvester Press, Sussex, 1978.
This is the fundamental reading of Marx in the
Visual Arts. The section on Barthes
Myth and
Signifier was of particular importance.
-
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Levin, K

"Farewell to Modernism", Arts Magazine, (USA)
vol 54, pt 2, (Oct 1979) p 90 2.
-

This article looks at the Post-Modernist attitude
to Modern styles as ornament.
Levi-Strauss, C

Myth and Meaning
The word 'myth' means different things in
different fields: in literary criticism it is gradually
settling down to mean the formal or constructive
principle in literature. When there is no story, or
when a theme is the centre of the action instead
of the mythos (plot), the formal principle is a
conceptual myth, a structure of ambiguous and
emotionally charged ideas or sense data. Myths
in this sense are readily translatable: they are in
fact, the communicable ideogrammatic structures
that pertain to literature and in Noland's sense
art. In the symbolic forms of all the arts this
inseparable unity of mental constructive
principle and a reproductive natural content
reappears. Ruheman's statement that "every
artist is inspired by nature" is appropriate at this
point.

Lyotard, J-F

"What is Post Modernism" Writing and Theories
1984,71 82
-

This is a useful article by which to become even
more confused about the phenomenon of Post
Modernism. Lyotard's argument is that Post
Modernism does not take its place after the
"modern", nor in opposition to it, as does the
Transavantgarde. For Lyotard the things that are
peculiar to Post Modernism are already part of
the modern and simply we can not see these
elements.

MacCannell, J

Figuring Lacan
Criticism and the Cultural
Unconscious
Croom Helm, London and Sydney
-

The Ecrits are too thick and exhaustive to get
through. This text is an application which is
17

useful in relation to Tacey's text and a
contemporary
reading
of
Australian
contemporary forms of Abstraction dealing with
the human condition.
Marcuse, H

Eros and Civilisation
London, 1970
Liberation is at the centre of civilisation. The
patriarch, the hero, and the archetypal masculine
are in widespread disrepute. The hero (logos)
must be checked and compensated by the anima,
soul, or feminine dimensions of the psyche (eros).
This book proposes that the soul has a very
different conception of freedom and a different
understanding of self fulfilment to that of the
ego.
Barbarism is the result of a striving for
freedom from the rational ego that imprisons us
through negative means
alcohol, crime,
breakdown. Civilisation is achieved through
healthy transcendence, where the soul, caught
initially within the confines of the ego and the
personal is able to reach out beyond the human
to the soul of the world. This is enabled through
a balance of eros and logos within the interior
landscape / reservoir.
-

Masheck, J

"Judy Rifka and Postmodernism in Architecture"
Art in America Dec 1984 vol 72 p 149
This article examines the "Postmodern"
appropriation of classical ornament in
architecture. Didactic Classicism is inappropriate
as the Romantic reminder that the Parthenon is
the sveetest souvenir of the most golden age of
civilisation. The work of Riff becomes allegorical
in the way she uses the classical icon the; the
reference simultaneously reaffirms itself and
then slips away, the works enjoy the notion of
advance and recede. The literal reference is
emersed in luscious paint work that becomes an
equal part of the dialogue. This balance between
the literal reference and the paint is part of my
thesis and therefore this text was of use.

II

Melville, S

"The Time of Exposure:
Allegorical Self
Portraiture in Cindy Sherman", Arts Magazine,
v. 60, Jan. 1986, pp. 17 21.
-

This analysis allows us to understand Sherman's
work as part of a field of work entwined in
Semiotic discourse.
As a result of reading the
symbology allegory becomes once again visible,
exposed to our understanding. Melville refers to
her work as "speaking pictures".
Melville, S

"Notes on the Re-emergence of Allegory, the
Forgetting of Modernism, the Necessity of
Rhetoric, and the Conditions of Publicity in Art
and Criticism".
October 19 1981 83 pp 55 -92
-

This text was very useful ii regard to drawing
together Owens and Fried.
It provided insight
into the function of an ai form that would
maste the terms of its o i theatricality, yet
offer absorption at the same me. A superb text
and very useful in my formulation.
Metz, C

The Imaginary Signifier, Psychoanalysis and the
Cinema
Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1977

O'Hara, F

Art Chronicles 1954 1966,
New York 1979, pp. 33 69
-

-

A useful reference for Abstract Expressionist
research.

Owens, C

"The Allegorical Impulse: Toward A Theory of
Postmodernism" October 15, 1981 pp. 17 39
-

This is a definitive text dealing with Allegory.
Part One succeeds in defining Allegory in
contemporary works of art.

WE

Owens, C

"The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of
Post Modernism
Part 2" October 13 1979-81, p59 -80.
In this text Owens applies Barthes' theory of the
Imaginary and the Symbolic to a reading of
allegorical
images.
Owens
applies
psychoanalytical, linguistic and semiotic theories
to the reading of a variety of works ranging from
Eisenstein to Rauschenberg. It is a superb text
and reference on the application of allegorical
desire to image formulation and construction.

Nordenfalk, C "The Five Senses in Late Medieval and
Renaissance Art".
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institute
Vol. 48, 1985, pp. 1 22.
-

This is an excellent reading about the relation
between the depiction of the figure in Late
Medieval and Renaissance and the sensory
response it invokes. The Renaissance writer
Vasari was acutely aware of the various patrons'
requirements for an rounded and far reaching
aesthetic involvement.
Page, A

"Faculty Psychology and Metaphor in EighteenthCentury Criticism"
Modern Philology 66, Feb. 1969, pp. 237 47.
-

This text pertains to metaphorical devices used in
literature of the eighteenth century.
It was
referred to me by Fletcher. I read it in
Melbourne at the end of 1993 and I can no longer
remember its relevance to the evolution of my
work.
Panofsky, E

Meaning in the Visual Arts,Pereguine, 1979.
I find particularly interesting Panofsky's
definition of allegory in his analysis of Titian's
Allegory of Prudence. A clear contrast is invoked
between allegory conceived as a structure of
signifiers and allegory conceived, as it is by
Panofsky, at the level of meanings and their
coding and decoding.

ITI

Quilligan, M

"Narrative Allegory', The Language of Allegory:
Defining the Genre,
Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1979.
Allegory, Quilligan's "allegorical narrative", is thus
more nearly described as continuing punning
than as continued metaphor. In reading
Quilligan, we have to attempt to undo the hard
edge distinction made between literary allegory
and literary critical allegoresis. In other words
we cannot think of literary criticism as merely
external to the properly literary work. This
reminds us of Cavell's point about the relation of
the art work to the criticism that it elicits.

Rothstein, E

"Ideal presence and the Non Finito in Eighteenth
Century Aesthetics", Eighteenth Century Studies
XI, 3, 1976, pp. 307 ff.

-

This text is relevant to an understanding of
Fried's text on Anti-Rococo criticism in "Supreme
Fiction...". Rochstein examines the elements and
devices deployed in painting to promote 'Ideal
Presence'. Ideal presence is concerned with
object
beholder relationships
the moment
when the beholder is beheld, identifying with the
major protagonist in each of the narratives by
Greuze for instance.
-

Schapiro, M

-

Words and Pictures
On the Literal and Symbolic
in the Illustration of a Text
The Hague, Morton, 1973
-

An excellent text, particularly for religious art.
Interestingly, in 1973 Schapiro starts with the
artist's view of the textual world; in 1977,
Barthes shifts the emphasis to the viewer.
Schapiro, M

"On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art:
Field and Vehicle in Language Signs". Semiotica
1 1969 pp 223-242
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Schimmel, P(ed.) The Figurative Fifties
New York Figurative
Expressionism
1988, Newport Harbour Art Museum
-

This provides a feel for the range of figurative
painting that developed in America in the fifties
abstracted and semi-realist works.
Mrs de
Kooning's work continues to impress me. At the
time the woman artist did not quite fit the bill for
the patriarchal, archetypal heroic figure able to
provide 'utopia' with one swift stroke with the
brush.

-

Smith, P

"Dynamic Visual Systems in Process: The work of
Agnes Denes" Art International vol 65 No 117,
1982,p21 -24.
Smith identifies Denes' work as symptomatic of
the distorted nature of the universality of basic
truths. It is common thought in a media age that
we can only attempt to understand the way the
human subject acquires knowledge and
technology through setting ourselves apart from
ourselves and to place ourselves under external
observation by ourselves.
As a result of this
bizarre treatment of the human subject universal
truths remain inaccessible and unutilized. In this
respect Denes work attempts to personally
question the conditions of existence in regard to
self, humanity and the universe. Denes art
presents itself as a highly objective system of
visual philosophy. The combination of personal
and objective remains an interesting combination.

Smith, T

"The Provincialism Problem"
Art Forum (USA) vol 13, Pt 1, Sept. 1974,
9.

pp. 54

-

True Australian art comes from a knowledge of
self and place, not an allegiance and replication of
style and ornament from other places. Australia
will rise as the most 'important' place in the
world. At the moment we have problems to face
in the areas of Aids, poverty, inequity between
indigenous and non-Indigenous persons,
environmental dilemmas and many other
22

problems. The unique part about this place is
that we are in the best position in the world to
solve these problems. We may not be a world
power but we can teach a lesson to the world if
we concentrate on getting these things right via a
united front. The present government is divisive
in its• approach and we have gone back fifty years
in almost two years of coalition leadership. The
Coalition's problems are inherent in the
provincialist dilemma.
Stumpel, J

"On Grounds and backgrounds: some remarks
about composition in Renaissance painting"
Simiolus 17 18, 1987 88.
-

-

This became a useful tool to examine the devices
underpinning illusionism in Quattrocento and
Cinquecento painting. It pointed to certain ways
in which my studio practice could undo these
conventions to achieve a dialectic relation
between figure and ground and to dissolve the
figure into the paint which was the ground. The
study lead to an understanding of pictorial unity
and the historic complexity of figure
ground
relations in Painting.
-

Saussure, F

"The Object of Study"
In order to prove that language is only a system
of pure values, all one must do is consider the
two elements involved in its functioning: ideas
and sounds. Saussure is a linguist.

Saussure, F

"Nature of the Linguistic Sign"
This article contains the elements that
foreshadow Barthes message on signs and
systems of signification.

Tacey, D

The Edge of the Sacred
Ausralia
Harper Collins, Australia, 1995

-

Transformation in

An insightful and positive book about addressing
the short comings of this nation.
The
reconciliation debate will decide the next federal
23

election, not the Republican or taxation debates
as people may be lead to believe.
Tillers, I

"Locality Fails", Art and Text (Aust) No 6, Winter
1982, pp.51-60.
This is an interesting text on the relatives of
reading. Interestingly, Tillers uses Baselitz to
refer to the heroism of the Baroque, thereby
inferring Baselitz's project is a European
colonising enterprise
the heroic figure striding
off into the desert. In this text, Tillers examines
the relationship between traditional Aboriginal
art and contemporary art.
-

Torczyner, H

Rene Magritte
Praeger, New York, 1977
This text provided a range of examples and
readings into Magritte's use of door imagery in
his art works. This text was relevant to the
development of my discourse in painting in 1993
"The Door as a Metaphor in Painting".
Surprisingly there is little that is written on the
subject of 'doors' in painting. Doors, gates and
windows are a figurative device used in a range
of historic genres with intriguing repercussions.
-

Vickers, M

"The Source of Invidea
In Mantegna's Battle of
the Sea Gods",
Apollo No. 106, Oct. 77, p. 270 3.
-

-

I do enjoy analysing Mantegna'a drawings. I
studied his frescoes in detail at Mantua in 1991.
This text examines the roots of much of the
symbolism in the drawings leading up to the final
piece pointing to an allegorical reading of the
work.
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Painting is a greet unbroken tradition that encompasses the entire known history of man. Painting is, above all, human.

Douglas Crimp
The art objects on exhibition may be read as internal landscapes or interior reservoirs. The exhibition is a site and each
art work is a site, an allegorical site of the activity of reading and the potentiality of multiple readings. As reservoirs of
memory, the art objects reflect on the human condition. With an allegorical reading of the art object, the painted image
becomes a reservoir for thoughts, past, present and future.
The painting vocabulary that has been developed and the ideas that are somehow implicated in the reading of my work
are the outcome of personal experience and a traditional view of the function of art. Art does not necessarily reflect life, nor
is it separated from society. I would prefer that my art work be conceived as a model of behaviour with an exemplary moral
function. I have explored an art form which has an educative function both in terms of the social responsibility of being an
artist and in terms of the issues to be dealt with as subject matter.

inspiration, feeling or intuition alone may occasionally produce a tine work of art. Mere intelligence and competence never can.

Ruhemann

My personal association with Aboriginal people and culture in the Northern Territory forms a backdrop to the paintings and
drawings that are on exhibition. The empirical links that were made with indigenous peoples and practices may not be
immediately read into these art works. The art works on exhibition emerged partly from my search for a heightened percepti
of the natural world through physical and psychical participation in nature. An anecdotal reading of the work based upon thi
biographical departure invests the figure and ground polemic with a subliminal discourse about Anglo-Australian identity
about where and how we live and our beliefs and spirituality. At this level I am locating experience and sensation with an
imagined western historical body of painting. In accordance with an allegorical impulse and desire, these paintings propose
the notion that the 'natural' can be approached only through its cultural representation. The imagery that is formed deals wil
the relation between people, land and place. People inscribe the landscape they inhabit. However, it is equally true to say
that the landscape inevitably inscribes its inhabitants. The bond between the individual, family and land is critical to identity
The juncture of landscape, place and identity is central to an understanding of the human condition.
-

I am not claiming absolute status for my work as allegorical. At the same time I encourage an allegorical reading of these
images through prioritising my own reading of the images. My work alludes to the whole activity of reading and the
undecidability of reading. The notion of undecidability presumes that the images are encoded. The origin of the figural
image lies with the Baroque as a source for invention initially, the idea of dramatic narratives told through life drawing and
the human body. The condensation of these historic figural devices is achieved through a desire for expressive immediacy
conveyed through the language of paint thus pointing to the dialectical relation between the image of the past and the
particular reading that is made of the figure in the present. Allegorical images have a historical function. Image upon image
of the present is produced in terms of the classical past. The relationship between the historical and contemporary figural
reference is expressed not only in terms of physiognomy, but also structurally, through a condensation of the dramatic
narrative into a single, emblematic instant. It is in this framed moment or instant where past, present and future, that is, the
historical meaning of the depicted action may be read. This is the doctrine of the most pregnant moment (Walter Benjamin)
that is crucial to compositional structure. Syntagmatic, horizontal or narrative associations are compressed in the
construction of the image in the hope for a vertical/allegorical reading of the image.
-

-

in the middle of the journey of our life 1 came to myself within the dark wood where the straight was lost 1 cannot rightly
tell how l entered there, 1 was so full of sleep at that moment when / left the true way .....Dante

As a process of translation allegory actively works at surfacing connections. The figural images are deliberately
monumental, sculptural and historical attempting to confront questions of the nature of human existence. The historical
figure dressed in the dramatic is distorted and dismembered thus connoting ideas of the fragmented and 'incomplete' idea!
that are central to allegory. The language of expressive immediacy and distortion transforms the perfect into the imperfect.
The sculptural and monumental quotation (the figure) is transposed into the allegorical emblem par excellence the ruin
(Walter Benjamin). The works of man about man are re-absorbed into the landscape. Paintings which address this proces5
of dissolution point to the discursive process of reflective thought upon 'the nature of man' and the dialectical relation
between the 'natural' and the historical/cultural. The act of looking is an act of deciphering what is being dissolved and
what is complete. The figures thus stand for history as an irreversible process of dissolution and decay. The historical
resonances are petrified (Walter Benjamin) the image of figure and ground becomes a primordial landscape. The
gestural language by which this historical figure is transformed promotes ambiguity, uncertainty and the 'presentness'
of the image the distance of such allegorical correspondences.
-

-

-

-

-

And although such a thing lacks all 'symbolic freedom of expression, all classical proportion all humanity neverthe/ess,
this is the form in which mans subjection to nature is most obvious and it significantly gives rise to not only the
enigma tic question of the nature of human existence as such, but also of the biographical historicity of the individual.
This is the heart of the allegorical way of seeing. .. .. Walter Benjamin
-

a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its destinption. Roland Barthes

The practice of such painting asks the questions 'What is the space of these images?' and 'To what extent does the
relationship between the image and beholder allow the gallery itself to become part of the theatre?'
'Upon whose
ground are we standing? 'Does the ground upon which we stand, belong to the universal figure?' 'If we as the spectators
become engaged in the theatre of the image does not the ground belong to us as well?'
....

The parallel that is drawn between the space of the painted figure and the space of the spectator allows the
major protagonist(s) in each of the images to read out backwards from these projections into the space of the gallery, as
if the universal figure, for one moment, were somehow next to us as another viewer, in our space. With this, the discourse
between figure and ground becomes physical as well as mental. The images attempt to display space and transcend space
formally and illusionistically; they open up unfathomable space, psychologically, theatrically, fictively and ontologically. The
image's delicacy rests in its inability to stabilise the very thing which allows theatricality the location of the viewer. The
option is always there to embrace the illusion, indeed to believe in it, even knowing that it is 'only paint.
-

Art is art precisely because it is not nature, Goethe
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OIL PAINTINGS
'To The Rise', 1996

$ 4, 800.00

'Sleepwalking Barefoot In Immense Darkness', 1996

$ 5, 100.00

'Djumala Feeding', 1996

$ 4, 500.00

Archetypal Earth Mother', 1996

$ 4, 500.00

Land Body Dwelling', 1996

$ 4, 500.00

-

-

'The Battle of Eros and Logos', 1996/7

$4, 500.00

CHARCOAL DRAWINGS
'To Douse the Burning Bush and Not Rekindle It", 1996

$1, 400.00

'Something Beyond Imagining', 1996
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I Will Dress You In Soil, 1996

$ 1, 400.00

"Did the Wind Once Cry", 1996
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VISUAL MATERIAL SLIDES
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ART WORKS IN EXHIBITION:
OIL PAINTINGS
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"Sleepwalking Barefoot In Immense Darkness", 1996
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"Archetypal Earth Mother", 1996
"Land Body Dwelling", 1996
-

-

'The Battle of Eros and Logos", 1996/7
CHARCOAL DRAWINGS
"To Douse the Burning Bush and Not Rekindle It", 1996
"Something Beyond Imagining", 1996
"I Will Dress You In Soil", 1996
"Did the Wind Once Cry", 1996

ART WORKS NOT INCLUDED IN THE EXHIBITION (but
referred to in the exegesis)
"Losing Mind Is Not A Tragedy", 1995 (oil on canvas)
"Something Beyond Imagining", 1996 (oil on canvas)
"Until My Feet are Cool In The Earth", 1996 (oil on canvas)
Oil paintings (11, 12, 13): 177 cm x 252 cm
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Painting is a great unbroken tradition that encompasses the entire known history of man. Painting is above all, human.

Douglas Crimp
The art objects on exhibition may be read as internal landscapes or interior reservoirs. The exhibition Is a site and each
art work is a site, an allegorical site of the actMty of reading and the potentiality of multiple readings. As reservoirs of
memory, the art objects reflect on the human condition. With an allegorical reading of the art object, the painted Image
becomes a reservoir for thoughts, past, present and future.
The painting vocabulary that has been developed and the ideas that are somehow implicated in the reading of my work
are the outcome of personal experience and a traditional view of the function of art. Art does not necessarily reflect life, nor
is it separated from society. I would prefer that my art work be conceived as a model of behaviour with an exemplary moral
function. lhave explored an art form which has an educative function both in terms of the social responsibility of being an
artist and in terms of the issues to be dealt with as subject matter.
Inspiration, feeling or intuition alone may occasionally produce a fine work of art. Mere intelligence and competence never can.

Ruhemann
My personal association with Aboriginal people and culture in the Northern Territory forms a backdrop to the paintings and
drawings that are on exhibition. The empirical links that were made with indigenous peoples and practices may not be
immediately read into these art works. The art works on exhibition emerged partly from my search for a heightened perception
of the natural world through physical and psychical participation in nature. An anecdotal reading of the work based upon this
biographical departure invests the figure and ground polemic with a subliminal discourse about Anglo-Australian identity
about where and how we live and our beliefs and spirituality. At this level I am locating experience and sensation with an
imagined western historical body of painting. In accordance with an allegorical impulse and desire, these paintings propose
the notion that the 'natural can be approached only through its cultural representation. The imagery that is formed deals with
the relation between people, land and place. People inscribe the landscape they inhabit. However, it is equally true to say
that the landscape inevitably inscribes its inhabitants. The bond between the individual, family and land is critical to identity.
The juncture of landscape, place and identity is central to an understanding of the human condition.
-

lam not claiming absolute status for my work as allegorical. At the same time I encourage an allegorical reading of these
images through prioritising my own reading of the images. My work alludes to the whole activity of reading and the
undecidability of reading. The notion of undecidability presumes that the images are encoded. The origin of the figural
image lies with the Baroque as a source for invention initially, the idea of dramatic narratives told through life drawing and
the human body. The condensation of these historic figural devices is achieved through a desire for expressive immediacy
conveyed through the language of paint thus pointing to the dialectical relation between the image of the past and the
particular reading that is made of the figure in the present. Allegorical images have a historical function. Image upon image
of the present is produced in terms of the classical past. The relationship between the historical and contemporary figural
reference is expressed not only in terms of physiognomy, but also structurally, through a condensation of the dramatic
narrative into a single, emblematic instant. It is in this framed moment or instant where past, present and future, that is, the
historical meaning of the depicted action may be read. This is the doctrine of the most pregnant moment (Walter Benjamin)
that is crucial to compositional structure. Syntagmatic, horizontal or narrative associations are compressed in the
construction of the image in the hope for a vertical/allegorical reading of the image.
-

-

in the middle of the journey of our life I came to myself within the dark wood where the straight was lost / cannot rightly
tell how I entered there, / was so full of sleep at that moment when 1 left the true way . Dante
....

As a process of translation allegory actively works at surfacing connections. The figural images are deliberately
monumental, sculptural and historical attempting to confront questions of the nature of human existence. The historical
figure dressed in the dramatic is distorted and dismembered thus connoting ideas of the fragmented and 'incomplete' ideas
that are central to allegory. The language of expressive immediacy and distortion transforms the perfect into the imperfect.
The sculptural and monumental quotation (the figure) is transposed into the allegorical emblem par excellence the ruin
(Walter Benjamin). The works of man about man are re-absorbed into the landscape. Paintings which address this process
of dissolution point to the discursive process of reflective thought upon 'the nature of man and the dialectical relation
between the 'natural' and the 'historical/cultural'. The act of looking is an act of deciphering what is being dissolved and
what is complete. The figures thus stand for history as an irreversible process of dissolution and decay. The historical
resonances are petrified (Walter Benjamin) the image of figure and ground becomes a primordial landscape. The
gestural language by which this historical figure is transformed promotes ambiguity, uncertainty and the 'presentness
of the image the distance of such allegorical correspondences.
-

-

-

-

-

And although such a thing lacks all symbolic freedom of expression, all classical proportion all humanity nevertheless
this is the form in which mains subjection to nature is most obvious and it significantly gives rise to not only the
enigmatic question of the nature of human existence as such but also of the biographical historicity of the individual.
This is the heart of the allegorical way of seeipg.
Walter Benjamin
-

.

a texts unity lies not in its origin but in its destinption. Roland Barthes

The practice of such painting asks the questions 'What is the space of these images?' and 'To what extent does the
relationship between the image and beholder allow the gallery itself to become part of the theatre7
'Upon whose
ground are we standing? 'Does the ground upon which we stand, belong to the universal figure?' 'If we as the spectators
become engaged in the theatre of the image does not the ground belong to us as well7
....

The parallel that is drawn between the space of the painted figure and the space of the spectator allows the
major protagonist(s) in each of the images to read out backwards from these projections into the space of the gallery, as
if the universal figure, for one moment, were somehow next to us as another viewer, in our space. With this, the discourse
between figure and ground becomes physical as well as mental. The images attempt to display space and transcend space
formally and illusionistically; they open up unfathomable space, psychologically, theatrically, fictively and ontologicaily. The
image's delicacy rests in its inability to stabilise the very thing which allows theatricality the location of the viewer. The
option is always there to embrace the illusion, indeed to believe in it, even knowing that it is 'only' paint.
-

Art is art precisely because it is not nature. Goethe
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MANY THANKS TO:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Jacqueline, Lewis Djumala, Ambrose Lawrence and Ajax for their compassion and inspiration.
Barney Ellaga and people of the Minyerri Community, N.T.
Meita Soekotjo for her initial invitation layout and design.
James Levi-Walsh for his assistance at Roar and Spiral Arm.
Rob, Stacey, Tim and Paul for their assistance at Roar.
Malcolm and Lorraine Wildie for their house and studio moving assistance.
Northern Territory University for the fan driven studio.
Dennis Schapel for his supervision and support in Darwin.
Michiel Dolk for his supervision from Darwin.
Kormilda College, Darwin for study leave arrangements.
St Helena Secondary College, Eltham for leave entitlement.
Brendan Jones for his computer graphics skills.
John, Jenny and Grant for their attention to detail at Arena Printing, Fitzroy.
Graham McDonald for his advice and support at Spiral Arm.

LSS is supported by ACT Government through its Cultural Council

