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When you are painting, everything inside you is vibrating with 
every single mark. 
Micky Allan1 

On a bright October morning we are huddled in the ANU 
School of  Art lecture theatre; stubborn, sleepy-eyed 

devotees of  a single artistic medium. We are here because of  
paint, the way it smells, feels and looks; its ability to circumvent 
language, rebelling against the screen-based image in this pixel 
splitting, digitally saturated era – a primitive, sensuous and 
unforgiving substance applied in innumerable ways to any 
surface; a physical manifestation of  the artist’s inner life; one 
person’s catharsis that somehow, beyond reason, holds value to 
another and locks them in an intimate gaze.

To stand in front of  a painting is as if  being present at the 
altar of  art itself. In no other artform is process laid so completely 
bare or so imbued with the soul of  the maker, yet despite this 
inherent charge it sometimes feels as though painting has little 
sway in the wider scope of  visual art today.

These days every exhibition has become an event, has 
video projection or sound installation, is dripping with bells and 
whistles, leeching irony. We’ve travelled far away from the 
immediacy of  mark making, as though the mark alone was never 
enough. But if  art is like alchemy then paintings are the most 
complete incarnation of  its magical process, with an innate ability 
to give purpose and value to the purposeless and valueless. 

Admittedly painting may not be the showiest artform; 
perhaps it can’t compete with the bright lights and hum of  ‘new’ 
media, or the commanding spatial pull of  sculpture. It’s probably 
a bit old-fashioned and yet despite these factors, or perhaps 
because of  them, Canberra has been witnessing a renewed fever for 
painting, in a large part championed by the ANU School of  Art. 
Painting remains one of  the most quietly determined factions of  
contemporary art making, and that determination has been 
bubbling closer to the surface at the ANU School of  Art, with the 
painting workshop one of  its largest departments. 

Word was that the school had a predilection for a certain 
style of  painting, with an abnormally high percentage of  abstract 
painters emerging from the course. Gestural, colour field, minimal 
– it was all there, and the output of  students over recent years has 

demonstrated an irrepressible yearning for whatever it is that exists 
beyond the figurative and representational. These tendencies in 
fact appear to span decades of  the ANU painting workshop, a 
course that has spawned many of  Australia’s formidable painters, 
with the rare fortune of  counting many as staff  members over its 
history.2 These observations began to gain momentum, and an 
assembly of  current students, typically proactive, rallied to profile 
these abstract tendencies in a collaborative exhibition, collating 
and considering those practices spurred by the School’s abstract 
tradition of  the past four decades.

While researching content for the exhibition the very 
depth of  this abstract influence became apparent, unearthing a 
huge number of  painting alumni who were working in this realm. 
What began as a modest show of  works by undergrad students 
quickly became a sweeping survey of  the influence of  the 
workshop, a celebration of  the work of  Australian painters, and an 
immersion in the raw, immediate magic of  paint, its characteristics 
joyously and indomitably asserted by abstraction.

This Way Up was the result – three exhibitions across three 
venues to showcase as many artists as was possible. Yet to simply 
show the paintings was never going to be enough to facilitate the 
kinds of  conversations that yearned to be had. To meet this demand 
a two-day symposium was planned, to justify perhaps a practice that 
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can, from the outside, seem frivolous or aimless. Two whole days’ 
discussion dedicated to a media that has existed for so long, one 
could be forgiven for thinking there’s no more to be said.

There was a palpable energy around the symposium – a 
kind of  fervent gratitude and easy excitement that comes when the 
likeminded meet on hallowed ground. An introduction for some, 
reunion for others; old faces returning to the creaky floorboards 
of  the School, as if  to a hero’s welcome, the air heavy as always 
with the smell of  linseed oil and turpentine.

The School of  Art Gallery, M16 Artspace and ANCA 
all gave themselves over to This Way Up, to honour aspects of  
the abstraction phenomenon. With three simultaneous 
exhibitions, a two-day talk-fest and a comprehensive 
publication, painting held the town ransom as a proud, 
powerful tradition asserting its way into the future. Here and 
now, after all these years, were painters doing things no one 
had seen before, subverting and reworking an ancient practice.

Day one of  the symposium gave the practising painters 
among us a good hard look at ourselves through the eyes of  an 
outsider. Ph.D candidate Melinda Hinkson has been observing 
painters with curious fervour, specifically the relationship between 
painters and their paintings in this present digital age. In her 
symposium paper, ‘The Culture of  Painting – Some Tentative 
Propositions’, she identified a ‘language’ of  paint, integral to looking 
at, speaking about and even making paintings. To a captivated 
audience she recounted the manner by which artists give the 
impression their paintings are ‘alive’, or even possessing of  human 
characteristics, referring to ‘what a painting wants to do’, or 
indicating a direction in which the painting ‘wants to go’. The faces 
in the room shone with bemused recognition. These behaviours, 
while awkward to acknowledge, also lend a sort of  gravitas to the 
role – an idea that the painter is a unique entity and member of  a 
complex, exclusive culture of  which she is not even aware.

Furthermore, Hinkson expressed a fascination for the gap 
that exists between an artist’s intention and their realisation of  
that intent; an intense period that takes on somewhat ‘magical’ 
properties to the untrained observer. She pondered the role of  
anxiety in artistic practice, particularly in relation to the 

completion of  a Ph.D, and suggested anxiety may have the ability 
to be a productive or creative influence.

The wry humour in the title This Way Up was solemnly 
grounded by Nigel Lendon, his presentation raising some of  the 
inherent problems found in encounters with cross-cultural 
abstraction. Lendon demonstrated the impact of  Western art 
ideology on the presentation of  Indigenous Australian artworks: 
can a painting that was created flat on the ground and worked 
upon from all sides ever be truthfully represented when hung 
vertically? The prognosis is not good, leaving only the 
monumental dilemma: when is abstract not abstract? Who 
decides? And does it really matter anyway?

Later the same day Daniel Mafe, himself  a painting Ph.D 
candidate, acknowledged such brain-melting conundrums when he 
referred to an artistic practice being a way of  ‘unknowing’ – a 
process of  deconstruction. This reinforced one of  the 
symposium’s key ideas, introduced by the School’s Head of  
Painting, Ruth Waller, in that morning’s welcome when she 
referenced Alfred Barr’s suggestion that paintings were, essentially, 
‘question producing machines’. 

Conceptual leanings and questions aside, Mafe 
acknowledged the close relationship a painting has to the emotive 
life of  its maker. In Mafe’s view the presence or absence of  such a 
connection has the capacity to dictate, even make or break, the 
direction of  a body of  work. He understands there to be ‘a 
flattening of  the content of  lives into paintings … who died, who 
was born, what the artist is watching on television’. As such the 
paintings become vessels for memories, a manifestation of  
sensation and the means of  depicting that which is otherwise 
unseen. Mafe asks, ‘Is it still possible to paint when desire has 
disintegrated?’ Perhaps not – accepting that many artists find their 
darkest hours to be the most prolific.

Part of  the ability to represent the unrepresentable arises 
from the way in which abstraction is an exercise in simultaneous 
blunting and sharpening. Mafe notes that with the emergence of  
abstraction the subject became blunted, softened, and less able to 
be recognised, while the materials – the globbiness of  paint, the 
daub of  a brush or the cut of  a palette knife – rose to the fore, 
sharper and more apparent. Day two of  the symposium took us 
further down this rabbit hole of  materiality and process. Vanessa 
Barbay, ANU Ph.D candidate, held the audience spellbound with 
an account of  her journey to far Northern Australia, researching 
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traditional Aboriginal methods of  collecting and preparing 
ochres that were particular to the region. Once again the magical 
origins of  paint are emphasised, along with its inherent ritual 
and handed-down knowledge.

Later, ANU alumni Noël Skrzypczak carried this 
seductive materiality into the urban present, walking us through 
her practice from her last days at the School of  Art to current 
works she has completed for both exhibition and commission in 
Melbourne. The joyful abandon with which she moulds the 
medium – seeing it crawling and spreading forth from walls and 
across floors, set an exuberant tone for the end of  two day’s 
discussions, as an example of  the free-form tactility that brings 
painting close to the heart of  the masses. 

The universal appeal of  painting is most likely because 
we have all at some point in time painted. We all have some 
concept of  how it feels to apply the medium to a surface, and 
some scope of  the chasm that exists between concept and 
reality. But it is also a medium that has the ability to offend a 
viewer beyond the capability of  other non-representational art 
forms. Paint itself  is highly visceral, with a potential to create a 
thing of  beauty or disgust. Glossy colours can all too soon 
become muddied, and clean lines swamped and spluttered, 
echoing bodily abhorrence and the lack of  beauty and dignity 
inherent to life itself.

Beyond a platform to present work or a forum for sharing 
ideas and processes This Way Up stretched painting to its limits, 
demonstrating its power, exposing its weakness. As with any good 
symposium, it reminded us all why we fell in love to begin with; 
eyes glazed, soft smiles, dreaming of  that most luscious and 
transformative medium. In the afterglow of  This Way Up it was 
clear to see that painting, beyond a hobby or career, is an ingrained 
devotion and indispensible means of  looking at the world. b

1. Melinda Hinkson, ‘The Culture of  Painting – Some Tentative Propositions’, 
paper presented at the symposium, This Way Up: abstraction in painting, at the 
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2. Notable painting lecturers at the School, including some of  its alumni, 
include Micky Allan, Vivienne Binns, Robert Boynes, Marie Hagerty, Richard 
Larter, Peter Maloney, Derek O'Connor, Raquel Ormella, Jude Rae, Noël 
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Yolande Norris is an independent curator, writer, blogger and 
graduate from the painting department of  the ANU School of  Art. 
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