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Abstract  

For this research project I sought to investigate ways in which to engage with 

the painted space, in order to explore relational aspects of my own human 

experience. I sought to attain visual evocations - thinking through painting - as a 

way of attending to anxieties that are symptomatic of ongoing processes of 

realignment. This body of visual research is aimed at contributing to the field of 

oil painting through an exploration of the painting process as it pertains to visual 

practice. Furthermore, the experience of that process for a range of artists who 

use oil painting as a means to express ideas related to both socio-political and 

personal experience. 

I ask “can painting, and in particular oil painting - as evidenced by historical and 

contemporary painters - be an effective method for exploring existential anxiety 

and relational aspects of ones own human experience? How might the work of 

other painters inform my approach to formulating my own visual language and 

theoretical concepts? 

The methodology I employed used oil painting techniques such as Alla Prima 

painting, glazing, Tenebrism and Chiaroscuro effects as the catalyst for 

producing a volume of paintings, before arriving at a select series for exhibition. 

The development of this body of work is supported through research and critical 

engagement with the historical and contemporary practices of Francisco de 

Goya, Albert Tucker, Odd Nerdrum, Ben Quilty and Billy Benn Perurrle. It has 

drawn on the writings of Mikhail Bakhtin and Alain de Botton as well as Kitsch 

painting, Grotesque aesthetics and the tradition of Vanitas and Still Life 

painting. 

A small number of paintings for exhibition, formed from a rigorous research 

process, comprise fully resolved artworks and demonstrate considerable 

conceptual and painterly skill. Painted in Arrernte country (Mbantua/Alice 

Springs) and exhibited an Nan Geise Gallery Darwin, the exhibition was 

thoughtfully curated and installed in a way that integrated seemingly disparate 

subject matter into a cohesive whole. 
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Introduction  

As a painter I have always been concerned with producing works that reflect a 

response, particularly in relation to events that shape our world. In the past my 

work has focused on issues related to the constructs of reality and identity, 

heavily influenced by Jean Baudrillard (Fig 1 & Fig 2). In time, I began to identify 

an undercurrent of self-portraiture running through my practice and it occurred 

to me that I had been masquerading my own existential anxieties under broad 

conceptual themes. I then began this research project as a way of turning the 

lens inward, thinking through painting, as a way of attending to anxiety. 

Furthermore, I sought to establish a dialogue between my practice and 

particular theoretical discourses and artistic approaches. 

 !           !  

   Fig 1 Garden of Earthly Delights 2009             Fig 2 The Final Bloom 2011 

Throughout this document references are made to “exploring existential anxiety 

and relational aspects of my own human experience”. The project focus lies 

with the way in which experiences of anxiety and unknowing are translated (in 

paint) by particular artists. Furthermore, how their experiences and their work 

(visually and conceptually) influences my own painting practice. In saying that, i 

would like to align references to existential anxiety and unknowing with that of 

Soren Kierkegaard's thinking, in particular The Concept of Anxiety 1844 and 

Concluding Unspecific Postscript To The Philosophical Fragments 1846 
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wherein he asserts the truth of individual existence and subjectivity. The latter is 

famous for its dictum ‘subjectivity is truth’ and is an attack against Hegelianism 

which can be summed up with the dictum ‘the rational alone is real’.  1

I haven’t always been a painter and was only introduced to it when I first 

attended University in 2006, where it very quickly became an obsession of 

sorts. Furthermore, painting became a language through which I felt I could 

communicate, where words had often failed me. The relationship that I then 

developed with painting over time became integral to my existence in a way, a 

method for deciphering the world around me.  Immersion in the activity of 

painting, both in form and content, in conception and execution, became an aid. 

I grew up in a violent and unstable home, which had a severe effect on my 

mental and emotional wellbeing, resulting in a Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

This relationship that I developed with painting aided me in dealing with these 

experiences and I feel it best understood as a need, not a want. Painting aided 

me in maintaining my sanity, anxiety and periodical thoughts of ceasing to exist, 

something that had been prevalent all of my life.   

My approach to painting is a direct response to the generation of ideas brought 

about primarily through my lived experience but I relish in reading, 

understanding and then writing about this process. I have also become 

increasingly interested in painting realism with oil paint, rather than the pop-

inspired acrylic style that saw me through my undergraduate years of University. 

In this, I wanted to explore the intricacies of oil paint, to teach myself to paint 

and to then create moving paintings like those which inspire me.                           

In the early stages of this project I was influenced by a visit to the Art Gallery of 

New South Wales where i encountered a number of etchings by Francisco de 

Goya including the infamous Disasters Of War (Fig 3) and paintings from Albert 

 For Kierkegaard, anxiety/dread/angst is unfocused fear, born from our complete freedom to 1

choose. For Kierkegaard, anxiety informs us of our choices, our self-awareness and personal 
responsibility, and brings us from a state of un-self-conscious immediacy to self-conscious 
reflection. (Jean-Paul Sartre calls these terms pre-reflective consciousness and reflective 
consciousness). Kierkegaard wrote against pre-reflection and how it can keep the single 
individual from acting in his book Two Ages, The Age of Revolution and the Present Age A 
Literary Review 1978 p. 67-68 
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Tuckers Images Of Modern Evil (Fig 3). Looking at them closely I was 

compelled, they were powerful and affecting, resonating with me and my own 

feelings of existential anxiety. I was inspired to explore relational aspects of my 

own human experience (in paint). Asking myself, “How might the work of 

particular painters, paintings, theoretical concepts and aesthetics inform my 

approach to formulating my own unique visual language?” 

!        !  
Fig 3 Goya Disasters of War etching 1810-1820    Fig 4  Albert Tucker Demon Dreamer 1943 

Upon my return home to Northern NSW I reflected upon these disturbing and 

exciting images, the nightmarish yet beautiful visions etched in my mind. I also 

thought about the painting methods employed by the painters Odd Nerdrum 

and Ben Quilty, of whom I have great admiration and found myself questioning 

my own capabilities.  

Historically, the medium of oil painting has been used both in a propagandistic 

way to promote certain political and religious views,  as well as by artists to 

respond to both socio-political and personal experiences. I locate my work in 

the context of the latter group, with a particular focus on exploring various oil 

painting techniques as a way of attending to anxiety. The research includes: 

• Discussing the impact that the artists Francisco de Goya, Odd Nerdrum, 

Albert Tucker, Ben Quilty and Billy Benn Perrurle had on my own practice 

and the way I thought about painting, visually and technically. 
• Documenting the creation of paintings, with a particular focus on the 
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language of oil paint and my creative process.  I explored Alla Prima 

painting (wet into wet) glazing, Chiaroscuro and Tenebrism (contrasting 

oppositions of light/dark). 

• Documenting my engagement with Grotesque aesthetics through the 

writing of Mikhail Bakhtin and the work of Francisco de Goya and Kitsch 

Painting through the work of Odd Nerdrum. 
• Discussing the interaction between theory and studio outcomes, and 

documenting shifts in perception as I introduce the tradition of Still Life 

and Vanitas.  

In an evolving personal journey I describe a process that involved producing 

dozens of paintings before arriving at a small number of paintings for exhibition. 

These final works came together after I moved to Alice Springs to bring the 

project to completion. The final thematic focus centres around the Still LIfe, 

Vanitas and Kitsch Painting, and rests on painting objects from my direct 

environment. My central research questions are:  

Can painting, and in particular oil painting – as evidenced by historical and 

contemporary painters – be an effective method for exploring existential anxiety 

and relational aspects of ones own human experience? How might the work of 

particular painters, paintings, theoretical concepts and aesthetics inform my 

approach to formulating my own unique visual language? 

This exegesis is divided into three chapters and a conclusion. 

Chapter one provides an overview of the central investigation along with a 

background discussion as to what led me to this investigation. There follows an 

overview of the painting practices of Goya, Tucker, Quilty, Nerdrum and 

Perrurle; I focus particularly on the way they engage with their lived experience 

through the painted space and painting in the Australian context. This overview 

provides a context for the evaluation of my own work and my contribution to the 

field. I introduce the reader to my studio practice and methodology of grounded 

theory where I reflect on Graeme Sullivan’s writings on practice-based 

research. 
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Chapter two describes how the studio work was pursued. I introduce the 

Grotesque as a counter art and draw on Mikhail Bakhtin’s writing to articulate 

my intended usage, paying particular attention to the way in which the 

Grotesque destabilises boundaries and the Grotesque Body. I introduce 

paintings that evolved out of this engagement, as I explored my existential 

anxiety through a socio-political context. Discussing successes and failures, I 

describe an evolving process in which I encountered many challenges as I tried 

to marry theoretical and aesthetic approaches. I painted 40-50 paintings during 

this time - some of which now only exist in digital form (see appendix A. 

Chapter three describes the final work for exhibition. I discuss a tipping point 

as I looked to bringing the work to completion in the form of an exhibition, as 

well as the effect of a change in environment, as I moved my studio to Alice 

Springs (Mbantua, Arrernte Country). Importantly, the exhibition is discussed 

and a small body of fully resolved artwork is presented, I align this work 

alongside that of the tradition of Still Life and Vanitas painting. Highlighting a 

subtle and purposeful use of colour and shadow, these paintings were born 

from experience in dealing with materials, professional deliberation, awareness 

of art history, and a repertoire of technical skills developed over the course of 

this project. Furthermore, the final paintings for exhibition integrate seemingly 

disparate subject matter in to a cohesive whole.”. 

The conclusion provides a summary of how the investigation realised it aims 

and signals possible further research directions. 
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Chapter One: The Central Investigation 

The melancholic and macabre both in literature and art evoke for me feelings of 

what I would call a true revelry, they resonate with Nostalgie De La Boue, 

translating literally to nostalgia for the mud.  I find myself strongly drawn to 2

existential imagery that makes me contemplate my own existence, something 

that could be traced back to an unstable childhood. At a young age I became 

very aware of the polarities and complexities of life and death. As a result I 

developed a fascination with mortality and have forever been trying to reconcile 

my feelings around my own existence.  

An obsession with breakage, aporia, slippage, indeterminacy and the 

melancholic led me from macabre imagery and Goya, to contemplating my own 

abilities as a painter. At a time when I felt the progressive need to develop my 

own visual language, I asked myself, “Could oil painting be an effective method 

for exploring and attempting to reconcile relational aspects of my own lived 

experience?” 

Prior to undertaking this project I painted in a graphic pop surrealist style, 

heavily influenced by the American painter Mark Ryden. This way of painting felt 

comfortable and predictable, in contrast to oil painting (which intimidated me) 

with its long established history and traditions. For the purposes of this project, 

painting in a “traditional manner” (which I will refer to on several occasions) is 

reference to a way of painting that adheres to oil painting methods developed in 

Northern Europe from the 12th century through the Renaissance. In particular, 

building up a painting through oil glazes, a way of painting that was refined by 

painters such as Jan Van Eyke who achieved a realism often saturated by 

symbolism, to convey a coexistence of spiritual and material worlds.   3

 A desire for degradation and depravity, a desire for or attraction to crudity, vulgarity, depravity, 2

a yearning for the mud. Nostalgie De La Boue is French for ‘nostalgia for the mud’ the 
expression was first used in the 1855 play Le Marriage D’Olympe by French playwright Emile 
Augien. A former courtesan marries a nobleman and tries to pass herself off as a lady, but she 
cannot escape her craving for previous bad tastes. According to Mimidex Dictionary 
http://www.memidex.com/nostalgie-de-la-boue  (8/6/2012)

 The handling of the medium by painters such as Jan Van Eyke in the 15th century led to the 3

eventual adoption of oil paint as the major painting medium in Europe. Jan Van Eyke has been 
incorrectly credited with being the ‘inventor’ of oil painting. Rather, the artist was integral to the 
development of the medium. Met Museum Painting In Oil In The Low Countries And Its Spread 
To Southern Europe 2002 https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/optg/hd_optg.htm (5/03/2018)
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Naively I had assumed that I could simply teach myself to paint in a traditional 

manner, but this ambitious aim proved a burdensome and at times deflating 

task. Complex in its materiality, the medium is unpredictable and challenging. 

For these reasons, paintings evolved through much trial and tribulation, 

experimentation, continual over-painting, frustration and doubt. I longed for a 

time when I may have undertaken an apprenticeship under a master in Europe 

but settled for Youtube. Eyes transfixed to the screen I embarked on an 

educational odyssey, looking to the following artistic influences. 

Francisco De Goya 
As I questioned my direct experiences and sought to explore this in the painted 

space, I was greatly influenced by the drama that Francisco de Goya created in 

his works. I examined his technical methods and skilful manipulation of oil paint. 

Goya had a remarkable ability to create false depth, conjuring up from a blank 

surface a world of light, shade and colour so convincing. In doing so, he 

challenges our understandings and perceptions of what is real and what is 

constructed in our own world.  

!         �  
  Fig 5  Goya The 3rd May 1808 in Madrid 1814                       Fig 6  Goya  Detail 1814 

In The 3rd of May (Fig 5 and Fig 6), well established as a Grotesque work, the 

artist confronts us with a graphic display of the horrors of war.  This composition 4

is a visual display of drama, using composition, colour, tone, and oppositions of 

light/dark to draw the viewer in multiple directions and ultimately to a focal point 

 Robert Hughes Goya 2006 p.3144
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where the scene unfolds. Peter Whitfield asserts that what gives these paintings 

so much force is “Goya’s’ terrifying grasp of reality; “He is constantly working on 

the boundary between the real and the imaginary, the sane and the mad, a 

world at peace and a world at war”.  5

For much of the Spaniards life Goya enjoyed a large circle of patrons and was 

known as a court painter of remarkable technical skill, producing beautiful oil 

paintings of nobility. In his later life Goya contracted an illness that left him deaf 

and he became withdrawn, introspective and increasingly bitter. Attacking a 

society that he felt isolated from and at odds with and his work became dark 

and satirical. Drawn in upon himself, Goya began using paint to explore the 

endless manifestations of human evil, illustrating the theatre of cruelty to which 

he became a witness at the time.  Goya’s message is essentially imbedded in 6

the mediums, and the manipulation of materials is an integral part of the 

experience and then dialogue that these paintings create. 

Odd Nerdrum  
The Nordic painter Odd Nerdrum, who was influenced by painters such as Goya 

and Rembrandt, is a living artist painting dystopias of existential uncertainty. 

Nerdrum’s paintings fill me with sheer excitement. His paintings are a constant 

influence on my work both conceptually and technically. 

!      �

        Fig 7 Odd Nerdrum Night Guard 1985              Fig 8 Odd Nerdrum Self-Portrait 1998 

 Peter Whitfield The History of Western Art 20115

 Ibid.6
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Born in Sweden in 1944, Nerdrum would eventually attend the Academy of Art 

in Oslo where he was a student at a time when Modernism was making an 

impact on the art scene in Norway. Nerdrum rejected the Modernist rubric in 

favour of the traditional painting techniques of Caravaggio and Rembrandt. The 

two extremes would later shape the elasticity in the universe of Nerdrum’s 

paintings  (Fig 7).  

Nerdrum, with a number of his own students has created what he terms a 

Kitsch movement, which is grounded in a philosophical approach to painting. 

The philosophy of Kitsch painting originated by Nerdrum first manifested into a 

group with the publication of his book Kitsch: More Than Art (2000). Viewing 

Kitsch as a positive term, these painters reject the assertion that the artist 

should follow the zeitgeist and questions the assumption of its existence, 

reasoning that many different ideologies, dogmas and social perspectives exist 

around the world at any given time.  7

Nerdrum doesn’t see this as another art movement but suggests that Kitsch 

stands independent, with its own criteria for greatness, which are different from 

those of ‘Art’. Criteria which include skill, sentimentality, and the ability to tell a 

story with beautiful passages of light, to convey emotion. Composition, beauty 

and the longing for the eternal timeless state, all play factors in the Kitsch 

paradigm. These paintings are comprehended on an emotional rather than an 

intellectual level. Nerdrum points out that  “Kitsch is about the eternal human 

questions, whatever its form, about what we call the human”.  8

What specifically attracts me as a painter to the work of Nerdrum is a shared 

interest in ruin, transcendence and laying the body and emotions painfully bare, 

all factors in Nerdrum’s Kitsch. Painter and academic Johan Conradie suggests 

that Nerdrum's paintings are a visual record of the human capacity to withstand 

destruction, and that amplified emotional states offer transcendence. 

Furthermore, Conrad argues that a dramatic use of Chiaroscuro in the form of 

 Brandon Kralik Dawn of The Kitsch Movement 2013 7

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brandon-kralik/the-dawn-of-the-kitsch-mo_b_4013483.html   
(10/10/2014)

 Ibid.8
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Tenebrism is utilised as a Kitsch device to indicate to human sentiments and 

emotions, to highlight humankind's inner suffering and turmoil.  By exploiting the 8

darkness of Chiaroscuro, Nerdrum highlights psychological states of being 

(particularly evident in paintings from 1984 onwards) in which a dark Tenebrist 

mood dominates. 

Albert Tucker 
Nerdrum and Albert Tucker have different views on the role of art but both 

artists became of equal importance to me with regard to my research. I find 

similarity in the barren compositions that seem to long for another time or place, 

these are not fixed realities they are a constructed fantasy world. In contrast to 

Nerdrum, Tucker was a true modern. Janine Burke suggests that Tucker 

“dismissed the notion of beauty as a delightfully vague abstraction, a 

meaningless metaphysical term that can be used to describe anybody’s erratic 

desires.  More then any artist of his generation Tucker sought to redefine the 9

moral, artistic and political terms of what it meant to be an artist. 

Albert Tuckers Images of Modern Evil, paintings in particular that I feel best 

demonstrate alienation, dislocation and uncertainty (Fig 9 and Fig 10).  In his 10

series Images of Modern Evil Tucker ventured to a very dark place; the series 

quivers with tension, terror, fear and loathing and embodies a Carnival 

Grotesque. Theorised most influentially my Mikhail Bakhtin, the Carnival 

Grotesque challenges entrenched social structures and moral underpinnings by 

exposing a world of inequality and dominance.  Tucker did this by showing the 11

Australian landscape as never seen before, as a site of evil, carnality and 

darkness. Tucker created visual parables to sum up the curiously demonic 

atmosphere of Melbourne in the 1940s as he experienced it.   12

 Johan Conradie Tenebrism In The Painting Of Odd Nerdrum (from 1983 - 2004) 2006 8

https://repository.up.ac.za/handle/2263/59656 (1/2/2018)

 Janine Burke  Australian Gothic; A life of Albert Tucker 2002 p.1409

 Ibid. pp.243-256.10

 Alexandra Giroux Bakhtin's Carnival Applied to Contemporary Culture 2010 11

http://www.alexandragiroux.net/hello-world/  (20/8/2012)

 Janine Burke  Australian Gothic; A life of Albert Tucker 2002 p.247.12
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              !          �

            Fig 9 Albert Tucker Image of Modern Evil 25 1946    Fig 10 Self Portrait 1982 

Tucker despaired of the human condition and a violent masculine world. The 

hell he painted was more a place of transformation than salvation. According to 

Janine Burke, there is no beyond and no way out in these paintings, the once 

human demons are damned and so it is implied is humanity.  It appears to me 13

that Tucker seemed to be troubled by this damned environment while also 

being condemned to it, stuck in a hell that he couldn’t escape from.  

A pervading sense of existential uncertainty continually draws many Australian 

artists to attempt to situate themselves (personally and collectively) within a 

complex environment, and this is where I found myself at this point in time. I 

was particularly influenced by the uncertainty that Tucker created in his work 

and also by the nature of the artist, finding a resonance with his internal 

struggle and the way that manifested in paint. 

Ben Quilty 
The artists that came to influence my work have a strong identifiable technique 

and the contemporary painter Ben Quilty possesses this in spades. I was 

particularly interested by a body of work that Quilty produced for exhibition titled 

After Afghanistan which came in response to his time in Afghanistan, posted as 

official war artist by the Australian War Memorial. There he observed and 

depicted his surroundings, cataloging his experience. Following this (back on 

 Ibid. p.254.13
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home soil) he painted a number of arresting portraits (from life) of Australian 

service personnel (Fig 11 and Fig 12).  I find these paintings of contorted, 14

traumatised figures resonant of Tuckers and connections could be made 

between to two artists work, conceptually and technically.  

        !        �

        Fig 11 Ben Quilty Captain Kate Porter 2012      Fig 12 Commodore John Oddie 2012 

The work often alludes to the artist’s own personal history and he explores this 

through a variety of genres including portraiture, still life and landscape. In the 

past Quilty has examined notions of mortality and masculinity in relation to his 

own identity and personal experiences. I understand that Quilty’s dedication to 

the craft of painting gave him a voice through which his thematic focus became 

masculinity, with a particular focus on tenuous relationships with desire. This 

talented and internationally successful painter is creating his own unique visual 

language to reflect upon and understand his life experience and this what I am 

hoping to achieve in my own practice.  

 The artist wanted to create portraits from life of the soldiers devoid of uniform and rank, he 14

asked the sitters to pose naked.  “For him, their nakedness expressed both the strength and the 
fragility of the human condition in a time of war. Each soldier was asked to select a pose that 
reflected an aspect of his or her experience. Some of them drew on an actual event from their 
deployment, others on the tiredness or the emotions they felt after their return to Australia.” Ben 
Quilty After Afghanistan - The Portraits 2013 
www..awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/quilty/portraits (1/6/2014)
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Billy Benn Perrurle  
In the later stages of my research I moved my studio to Arrernte country, Alice 

Springs. This unique landscape saw me look closer at my direct environment 

and I was particularly influenced by Billy Benn Perrurle, a landscape painter 

from Atitjere (Artetyerre/Harts Range) in Central Australia (Fig 13). In 2006 

Perurrle won the 34th Alice Prize and was included in the National Gallery Of 

Victoria ‘Landmarks’ exhibition, in 2007 the artist was named as one of 

Australias 50 most collectible artists by the Australian Art Collector magazine.  15

Following Perurrle’s death in 2012, there has been a continued increasing 

demand for his work. I was fortunate enough to meet Perurrle at the Mwerre 

Anthurre Artist Collective where he painted until his sad passing in 2012. 

�
 
       Fig 13  Billy Benn Perrurle Artetyerre/ Harts Range  (detail) 2006 

Emily McCulloch draws parallels between Perurrle’s paintings and that of the 

master landscape painter Albert Namatjira, a man that Perurrle knew and had 

great admiration for, but asserts that they are very much his own.   McCulloch 16

highlights the artists ability to encapsulate a great depth of field on a small 

surface (most of Billy’s canvas’s average 20-30cm).  Considering this, these 17

paintings still manage to encapsulate a physical expression and carry an 

emotive weight.                   

 Catherine Peattie Billy Benn Perrurle 2011 p.815

 Emily McCulloch Childs Billy Benn Perrurle: For Australian Art Collector 2006 16

http://emilymcculloch.blogspot.com.au/2012/10/billy-benn-perrurle-for-australian-art.html  
(01/9/2014)

 Ibid.17
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In the 1960s when Perurrle was in his 20s working as a tracker he shot and 

then ultimately killed his uncle in an argument about cultural matters. This was 

believed to be Benn’s first mental health episode. He was arrested and found 

guilty, spending 15 years in prison. He was later diagnosed with schizophrenia 

and spent a number of years after release being moved around institutions and 

nursing homes.  His natural ability as a painter was later discovered and he 18

joined the Mwerre Anthurre Artists Collective. 

The gentleness of impressionistic marks and broad brushstrokes give little hint 

to the difficult life of the artist, Perurrles story is one of redemption and of how 

painting his country saved him. Separated from much of his country for over 4 

decades, painting became Perurrles saving grace. By painting his land he 

brought his country inside him, this lifted his spirit as he was transported to his 

country through his brush, saying that his “Spirit was happy when walking in 

that country.” 

Redemption (and painting as a redemptive tool) aiding and/or assisting the 

individual in a way that is therapeutic, became a focal point and influenced my 

own approach to painting. I identified a thread connecting Goya, Tucker, Quilty, 

Nerdrum and Perurrle - beyond materiality, beyond very literal ways of 

discussing paint and methodologies, to include personal salvation (in paint). In 

that, altering my perception and evoking further questioning about the 

therapeutic properties of a painting, both for the painter and a viewing public. 

 Catherine Peattie Billy Benn Perrurle 2006 p.718
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            Chapter Two:  How The Research Evolved 

Venturing into my studio, a process developed wherein my exposure to a wide 

variety of visual content would influence the direction of my work, albeit in a 

very non-linear way. Gaston Bachelard, who talks of reflection, resonance and 

reverberation in poetry, best describes this non-linear influence saying “In the 

resonance we hear the poem, in the reverberation we speak it and it becomes 

our reality.”  An example of this process would be reading about the Grotesque 19

and then looking at Goya’s black paintings. This led to further reflection on the 

plight of asylum seekers in Australia, and eventually a painting about the 

asylum seekers. My work later evolved to focus more on my own life experience 

as I will discuss later in this Chapter and even more in Chapter Three. 

My research process resonates within a grounded paradigm as formulated by 

Glasser and Strauss (1967) wherein there developed a constant dialogue 

between my theoretical research and my studio process.  Graeme Sullivan 20

describes this as ‘emergence’ saying that, “Basically, emergence describes how 

new features emerge from an interaction that is independent of any of the parts 

themselves”.  This also highlights the non-linear approach to my research 21

process, a system that allows for a small influence or action to cause a myriad 

of outcomes on any scale.  

This continuous interplay also resonates in what Graeme Sullivan describes as 

‘reflexivity’; this kind of research activity uses different methods to work against 

existing theories and practices, offering the possibility of seeing phenomena in 

new ways. A self-reflexive practice describes an enquiry process that is directed 

by personal interest and creative insight, yet it is informed by discipline 

knowledge and research expertise.  This methodology consists of collecting 22

both imagery and literature from a wide variety of sources and results in a 

 Gaston Bachelard The Poetics of Space 1969  p.719

 Christina Goulding Grounded Theory: Some Reflections on Paradigm, Procedures and 20

 Misconceptions 1999  
http://wlv.openrepository.com/wlv/bitstream/2436/11403/1/Goulding.pdf  (25/05/2012)

 Graeme Sullivan, Art Practice as Research 2010 p.16121

 Ibid. p.11022
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constant state of information gathering, reviewing conceptual strategies, and 

considering alternate approaches. 

Influenced by Quilty, Goya and Nerdrum, early paintings that I produced were 

all reasonably large, measuring 100 x 150cm. I used a traditional approach to 

preparing the surfaces by layering rabbit skin glue before applying a toned 

ground to work on. I learnt that allowing paint mixed with an alkyd medium or 

heat thickened linseed oil to dry for roughly 4 hours would give me the effect I 

desired. This created a sticky yet fluid mixture and created traction when 

moving the paint across the canvas.  

I spent hundreds of hours in the studio slowly developing my skill level and 

understanding of how to manipulate oil paint. I wanted to make the pigment 

pliable, not just so that it could be spread with the brush, but so that it recalls 

the texture and feel of human life. I was learning that oil paint has a mind of its 

own, that painting is scratching, scraping, waving, jabbing, pushing, and 

dragging. James Elkins describes these painterly motions as being like careful 

conversations, while others become violent, aggressive confrontations.  23

Introducing The Grotesque 

In the early stages of experimentation I influenced by the transgressive capacity 

of the Grotesque and in particular the Grotesque Body. Critic David Hickey 

wrote of transgressive beauty, which he described as “the act of evoking 

pleasure through discomfort”.  Through my experimentation with the Grotesque 24

I aimed to perform that act of transgression, while exploring the duality of life 

and death, craving and aversion, beauty and decay, excess and consumption. I 

sought to paint in a way that is both beautiful and Grotesque, speaking to 

transience and the mystery of life. Furthermore, challenging my own 

perceptions and confronting my own mortality. 

 James Elkins What Painting Is 1999 p.96-9723

 Collete Copeland ‘Dirk Staschke - Making Arrangements’ Ceramics- Art and Perception 2009  24

http://www.colettecopeland.com/pdfs/Staschke.pdf (10/10/2014)
�21



The Grotesque is somewhat of a counter art that rejects the attention paid to 

“Stylisation and the superficialities of semblance.” It is a rejection of lavish 

excess, rationality and an adherence to reason, defacing the superficial and 

rational in favour of the gaudy and abhorrent. The Grotesque reconceptualises 

art in terms of simulation and grants an unbridled zone, free of the good 

manners and of simple simulation.   25

Kirsten A Hoving describes the Grotesque as being like slime mould, difficult to 

grasp and define, suggesting that it exists in opposition to clear identities, 

boundaries and things that have set places in the world. Hoving argues, it 

“Undoes form, picking away at beauty, rationality, harmony and shape, like 

fingernails worrying at a scab.”  26

Mikhail Bakhtin places an emphasis on the creative dimensions and 

transgressive qualities of the Grotesque. For Bakhtin it is what the Grotesque 

does to boundaries by transgressing, destabilising and merging them, that is 

the most interesting. Bakhtin describes the Grotesque as “a body in the act of 

becoming… never finished, never completed: it is continually built, created, and 

builds and creates another body.”  By this he means that the Grotesque 27

destabilises the boundaries that hide the estranged world. He suggests that in 

contrast to the Sublime, the Grotesque is in a constant struggle with the known, 

the conventional and the understood.  28

Grotesque aesthetics have been a central theme throughout history in art and 

literature, employed by artists to challenge the boundaries of their time, moving 

visual forms that are often considered peripheral to a central role. I see the 

Grotesque as a tool that holds the potential to introduce into the order of 

simulation a realm dedicated to the irrational, where the rules of reason and 

rationality need not apply. Here I would like to situate the following initial 

paintings within this paradigm of art production. 

 Ibid.25

 Frances Connelly Modern Art and the Grotesque 2003 p.221 26

 Mikhail Bakhtin Rabelais and His World 1984 p.31727

 Ibid. p.316-31828
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My intention in utilising the Grotesque was to question, and to expand and alter 

my own perceptions. The focus at this point was to be receptive and open to 

what may evolve, this allowed me to produce a large number of paintings. 

Through this process of repetition I formed a stronger understanding of the 

language of oil paint and how to manipulate the medium. The paintings that 

evolved out of my engagement with artists and discourses surrounding the 

Grotesque comprise figurative works, influenced by the then current socio-

political environment. 

Fear Is The Mother Of Morality 
I began by looking to Goya and Nerdrum, finding that certain artworks and 

writings would resonate and then influence my work in a particular way. I 

immersed myself in the Grotesque (literature/art) and ritualistically/routinely in 

process (painting), inducing a state of mind that enabled compositional 

conceptualisation (and from that) visual output. Through this process I found 

that I was generating my own method which resonated in the grounded nature 

of the research. In keeping with the principles of grounded theory a new theory 

had been generated, evolving during the research process itself as a product of 

a continuous interplay between data collection and my analysis of that data. 

My engagement with the Grotesque led me to reflect on the socio-political 

environment at a time when the commentary surrounding Australia’s asylum 

seeker policy under Julia Gillard was generating much fierce debate. I explored 

the grotesque through these early paintings and reflected on morality and 

mortality by speaking to the desperation of this human tragedy. I became 

fascinated by the media coverage and constructed mythology that surrounds a 

fear of ‘cue jumpers’. Media broadcasts covered continual, harrowing, accounts 

of these unfortunate individuals who simply want to escape from famine and 

war while we in Australia, the ‘lucky country’ repeat the familiar line ‘were full’.   

In the studio I worked with charcoal to formulate compositions from content that 

had impacted me (Fig 14 and Fig 15). Later, successful and unsuccessful 

compositions would be filtered and the successful transferred in to paint. From 

this process (under the title Fear Is The Mother Of Morality) 2 paintings came to 

fruition. 
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       !          !  

   Fig 14 Journal extract 2013        Fig 15 Journal extract 2013  

As I looked for a way to illustrate my feelings around this issue Goya’s etching 

One Hunting for Teeth particularly influenced me (Fig 16 and Fig 17). This is an 

image of a woman searching the mouth of a dead man in the hope to extract a 

molar for good luck. Goya’s etching resonated with me in light of the events and 

I thought of the way that people exploit and cheat each other. In this context, 

political parties exploiting a situation for a perceived possible gain.  

       !       !  

 Fig 16 Goya One Hunting for Teeth etching 1799   Fig 17 Goya (detail) 1799 

The first painting (Fig 18) is of a female figure leaning over a man ‘looking for 

teeth’ and in the second painting (Fig 19) the roles are reversed. The second 

painting proved a more successful portrayal of exploitation, as the male figure 

appears more dominant, and threatening. I tried to set the figures within the 
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painting in to a background of receding darkened space. Goya for example both 

reveals and conceals figures in the backgrounds of his paintings and creates a 

heightened sense of depth. In doing so, he leads us to question our own 

perceptions of reality. In a similar manner to Odd Nerdrum’s paintings, figures 

emerge out of a darkened ground and the effect reveals a complex relationship 

between the medium and message. 

               !  
                                Fig 18 Fear is the mother of Morality 100 x 150cm 2013 

              !  

                              Fig 19  Fear is the Mother of Morality 100 x 150cm 2013 
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These are paintings concerning morality. The top figure looks over their 

shoulder to portray feelings of unknowing, vulnerability and fear, while the 

bottom figure is a victim of their circumstance. My approach was to construct 

paintings that could be read in a metaphorical way. As in The Raft of the 

Medusa by Gericault or the shouting peasants in a Goya painting, the image 

aims to appeal to the human condition and to our universal emotions and 

experiences. 

Theatre Of Cruelty 
The following three paintings (Figures 20, 21 & 22) under the series title 

‘Theatre of Cruelty’ evolved as I looked to the Grotesque as a counter art, 

rejection or challenge. In this, I looked to the Carnival Grotesque and most 

importantly the Grotesque Body. The body is often represented in terms 

classical aesthetics, conceived as a strictly completed finished product and 

isolated, all signs of its unfinished character and growth hidden and almost 

never shown.  The Grotesque Body (in contrast) is inverted, distorted, 29

enlarged, representing the carnival of contemporary culture.  30

The paintings that I created aim to reveal desperation and frustration and I 

would like to draw parallels between these works and that of Ben Quilty’s war 

paintings. I was influenced at this time by these raw psychological paintings, 

depicting in powerful form, the reality and experience of war. The paintings that 

Quilty produced are intimate and confronting portraits of the emotional states of 

service personnel. These paintings are an affront to classical aesthetics and 

traditional portraiture, giving us insight in to the mind of the sitter and revealing 

their estranged reality. 

Similarly, my paintings are concerned with a crisis of the soul. I tried to create 

paintings of powerlessness, expressing heightened emotional states, 

helplessness, and the heavy handed grip of life. In discussing Quilty’s paintings, 

Naomi Evans asserts that they “reveal an empathetic and considered approach 

to portraiture, which privileges humanity and the absolute value of each 

 Ibid.29

 Mikhail Bakhtin Rabelais and His World 1984 p.316-1830
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personal life and experience.”  This empathetic communion is what I sought to 31

achieve with my own work. In that, to manipulate the oil paint medium with 

understanding and to apply said understanding to a method that would elevate 

the human experience.    

The following pantings of figures in anguish are evocations of my own anxieties 

in many ways. Hands flung out, screaming faces and open mouths are gestures 

of abandonment that symbolise a crisis in the soul that is breaking the surface 

of the clear physical world. By making the paintings void of anything but the 

figure I am attempting to portray intense drama, key psychological moments, 

illuminated with shafts of light. I am trying to freeze the all too human face of the 

suffering protagonist in detail. A figure that is possibly shouting at an 

executioner or screaming at the sky is a metaphorical image, an eternal cry of 

refusal, and a symbolic image of the human condition rather than a reflection of 

an event. 

              !  

          Fig 20 Theatre of Cruelty  100 x 150cm 2013 

 Australian War Memorial Ben Quilty After Afghanistan - The Portraits 2013 31

www..awm.gov.au/visit/exhibitions/quilty/portraits (1/6/2014)
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            !  
        Fig 21 Theatre of Cruelty  100 x 150cm  2013 

In (Fig 21 & 22) the mouth is greatly significant for its reference to the ever-

changing nature of the body in the act of becoming. Bakhtin asserts that 

through the mouth the world is swallowed up and the confines between the 

body and the world are overcome.  Bakhtin suggests that the artistic logic of 32

the Grotesque image ignores the closed, smooth impenetrable surfaces and is 

interested only beyond the body’s limited space or into the body’s depths.  33

I spent many hours studying Nerdrum’s figures and the way the artist employs 

the artistic logic of the Grotesque Body, particularly the open mouth. Figures 

appear lost, at odds with themselves and the seemly dystopic wasteland around 

them. As a result, the final painting (Fig 22) under the title Theatre of Cruelty 

became a more complex composition. I established the foreground with a large 

male figure bound by ball and chain, a middle ground with the female figure on 

the hill, followed by a distantly lit horizon. 

 Mikhail Bakhtin Rabelais and His World 1984 p. 316-1832

 Ibid.33
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                        !  

        Fig 22 Theatre of Cruelty 100 x 150cm 2013 

Vessel Of Death And Conception 
Vessel of Death and Conception (Fig 23) was influenced by a Pieter Bruegel the 

Elder painting The Misanthrope and the inscribed text, which reads “Because 

the world is perfidious I am going into mourning”.  This painting is (as with the 34

previous paintings) self referential. Influenced by Bruegel, i sought to attend to 

my own anxieties and fluctuations, which seemed heightened at this time. As I 

reflected on my own internal struggles and recurrent defeatism, i found 

resonance in the misanthrope and the moral implied. 

The dualism of death and conception is illustrated by a twofold portrait, on one 

side defeatism and mourning and on the other side an offer of new life and 

regeneration. I positioned these figures in an isolated landscape abandoned to 

their reality, a distant sun possibly rising or setting, a light at the end of the 

tunnel. I worked on several compositions that evolved out of my engagement 

 The Misanthrope is a Tempera painting by the Flemish painter Pieter Bruegel the Elder. It is 34

thought to have been created during 1568 and is currently held at the National Museum of 
Capodimonte in Naples, Italy.  The moral suggested is that such a relinquishment is not possible 
and that we must face up to difficulty. Peter Whitfield The History of Western Art  2011
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with Bruegel and have included but one painting out of this dialogue. I hope to 

flesh out this composition and further develop it in future. 

      !  

           Fig 23 Vessel of Death and Conception 100 x 150cm 2013 
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              Chapter Three: Towards The Exhibition 

Immersed in the research process, I had (without realising it) closed myself off 

from most human interaction and I experienced a dramatic emotional decline. 

Regularly, i would wake at 4am to listen to Al Jazeera radio before spending all 

day in the studio, emerging for little else than food. Everything both inside and 

outside of my practice felt arduous and i often found the words of William Blake 

resounding, “The only way to rest is to sleep forever”, and I felt so tired.  35

My emotional decline reached boiling point in late 2013 when I was diagnosed 

with depression, spending 6 months receiving treatment while I recuperated on 

a medical benefit. In light of this, I felt the need to redirect the project away from 

a focus on the Grotesque and the figure in particular. Concerned about my own 

emotional wellbeing I moved my studio to Alice Springs to be close to family and 

reconsidered the direction my project was taking, looking to my direct 

environment. 

I evaluated the project undertaken against the research aims and sought clarity 

in regard to paintings produced from research conducted. The paintings that I 

had produced were valuable, in that they were the product of the inquiry 

process and had evolved out of the interplay between research and 

experimentation. Furthermore, the visual research was formed from a rigorous 

exploration of the painting process as it pertains to both theoretical frameworks 

and visual practice. In saying that, I felt I had created paintings that exhibited 

minimal comprehension of the oil medium, that were unresolved and 

inadequate, particularly in relation to the project aims. 

I consciously distanced myself from any attachment to the paintings I had 

produced and felt it was necessary to view them within the context of creation, 

that being early stages of research. I then re-primed over the surface of each 

painting, reducing them to little more that a photographic trace in a process that 

was cathartic. “Destroy to create” and “kill the father to revive the son” are 

mottos of alchemy that James Elkins suggests apply just as well to visual art. 

 Peter Whitfield The History of Western Art 2011 35
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He asserts that making Art is constantly destroying art, sacrificing to take the 

painting forward, and this bringing with it a certain regenerative power.  36

Self-Portraiture 

As I espouse the techniques of master painters, the self portrait is a natural 

genre to pursue, alluding to conflictions with personal identity. Throughout the 

project and particularly in the later stages (during/post depression) I intentionally 

directed myself toward my own self-image. Self-portraiture, authorship and 

representations of the body (both Grotesque and Sublime) were fleshed out in 

the painting entitled ‘Self-Portrait: A Time To Murder And Create’ (Fig 24). The 

focus lies in painting as a tool for negation, as a way of defining the self and as 

a way of perceiving the self void of the external. In making this work I found 

myself reflected, reflected in my own eyes and not those of others. . 

          !  

           Fig 24  Self-Portrait: A Time to Murder and Create 50 x 70cm 2014 

 James Elkins  What Painting Is 1999 p.14336
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As I reflected on my own self-image a line from T.S Elliot’s The Love Song of 

Alfred Prufrock particularly influenced me,“There will be a time, there will be a 

time… to prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet… there will be a time 

to murder and create”.  These words resonated at a time of exhaustion and 37

instability where I found myself ‘preparing a face’ and in doing so, murdering the 

former to create the latter. With this painting I present a fragmented body and in 

doing so raise ethical and aesthetic questions about how we understand, 

interpret and most importantly depict, the human form.  

          

I worked on this painting over a number of months and found myself 

approaching it in different ways dependant on my mood and emotional state. A 

painting began in turmoil and painted in a loose violent manner became highly 

finished in the latter stages. I had the painting framed with re-claimed timber 

that was stressed and aged, made by a local Alice Springs timber worker. The 

warmth in the frame brought out the colour in an otherwise dull painting and I 

feel this complimented and completed the work. Selection in a major Tasmanian 

portraiture prize confirmed the portrait a success and in doing so validated for 

me my own technical comprehension and understanding.  

        !  
               Fig 25  Judge Robert Hannaford - Tasmanian Portraiture Prize 2014 

 Verse no.25 There will be a time…. For the yellow smoke that slides along the street… 37

Rubbing its back up windowpanes; There will be a time, there will be a time… To prepare a face 
to meet the faces that you meet; There will be a time to murder and create, and time for all the 
works and days of hands… That lift and drop a question on your plate; Time for you and time for 
me, and time yet for a hundred indecisions, and for a hundred visions and revisions, before the 
taking of toast and tea. T.S Eliot The Wasteland and Other Poems Verse no.25 1998
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Painting In Arrernte Country  
Concerned about my own emotional wellbeing i moved my studio to Alice 

Springs to be close to family. I re-evaluated and re-directed to reflect on the 

direct environment that I was experiencing and looked to bringing the project to 

completion. Alice Springs is located almost in the centre of Australia and art is 

immediate in this town. The areas traditional owners are the Arrernte people, 

whose name for the Alice Springs area is Mparntwe (pronounced M-ban-tjua).   38

As many painters before me I became very influenced by the arid landscape, a 

popularly perceived wasteland, the central desert regions are in reality 

abundantly full of life. 

Working at an art gallery I had the opportunity to engage with many artists 

painting ‘in country’ as well as those painting in the town camps of Alice 

Springs. I was fortunate enough to spend time with Albert Namatjira's 

granddaughter Lenni Namatjira and other painters of the Hermansburg School 

such as Peter Taylor, Mervin Rabuntja and Kevin Namatjira. It was in this 

environment that I was also introduced the artist Billy Benn Perurrle. Influenced 

by the these artists and their approach to painting, (one in which the landscape 

is an embodiment of the self) I explored the Still Life, utilising the natural 

environment and objects from my domestic setting.   

                   
Focusing on the objects around me was therapeutic and I began photographing 

Still Life arrangements, these would eventually turn into paintings. My Masters 

exhibition comprises a number of still life paintings drawn from my domestic 

setting and from the natural environment. Painted using oil paint applied in thin 

glazes, these works are symbolic musings on mortality and temporeneity. 

All of my prior experimentation and exploration had brought me to this point 

where I was now at a beginning, feeling as though I knew oil painting for the 

first time. By this I mean that I knew how the paint was going to behave, I had 

forged an understanding. I began this research as a pop artist essentially, 

experienced in painting with acrylic paint using bold flat areas of colour. 

Experimenting with a variety of supports, mediums and methods of oil paint 

 Emily & Sue McCulloch McCulloch’s Contemporary Aboriginal Art 2012 p.4738
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application (over the course of the project) led to a greater understanding of 

how to manipulate the medium. Teaching myself through experimentation, I was 

forced to learn from making many mistakes. At this time i found resonance in a 

passage by T.S.Eliot, “We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all 

our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first 

time.”  39

Still Life And Vanitas 

Having existed for millennia, my interest in the Still Life is of when it came into 

its own as a structure and genre in the 17th century with the Dutch technical Still 

Life, Vanitas and Memento Mori.  Lucy Somers asserts that Still Life painting 40

has forever been under esteemed and divides the handling into two categories, 

the first being symbolic and the later a clothes horse for modernist technical 

experimentation.  The most enduring is the symbolic Still Life, which she 41

describes as an “image as language” view of art, where the objects can be read 

as metaphors. Vanitas and Memento Mori painters undertake a ‘symbolic 42

method’ approach, using objects as symbols of morality and mortality.  

The Still Life is essentially a concept, a collection of objects that when combined 

take on new meaning. This type of painting signifies temporeneity and the 

emptiness of pleasure. Alain de Botton asserts that art invites us into a culture 

that anticipates suffering and decay, which our own culture denies. As a result 

de Botton suggests that the need to give our lives to worthwhile endeavours 

becomes more obvious to us, more clear and persuasive in the present.   43

The volume of possible images, artists and movements which could be 

embraced within the description of the genre of Still Life and Vanitas (in an 

Australian context) is enormous. For the purposes of this project, i situate my 

 T.S Eliot Little Gidding 1942 39

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/history/winter/w3206/edit/tseliotlittlegidding.html  (6/4/2014)

 Lucy Somers The Implications of the Still Life in the Context of Contemporary Art 2012 40

http://www.academia.edu/1773640/  (5/5/2014)

 Ibid.41

 Ibid.42

 Alain de Botton Art as Therapy 2013 p.14643
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work alongside the Australian artists Margaret Olley (1923-2011), Cressida 

Campbell (1960-), Ex de Medici (1959-) and Tim Maguire (1958-). All of whom 

work within an aesthetic and technical/conceptual approach that has bearing on 

my own work. 

These artists span several decades of Australian painting and create work that 

is individually identifiable and visually distinct. They create vanities, certainly, 

generally excluding living people and instead focus on inanimate objects. In 

particular, floral imagery removed from a naturalistic setting often involving an 

arrangement on a flat surface, or in the case of Tim Maguire an extreme 

closeup. Furthermore, They each place the viewer in a fictive space, usually by 

the employment of illusionistic devices and an over fill of colour. 

This type of painting re-sensitises us to our habitual disregard for what is all 

around us as we look at the familiar in a new way, the Still Life gives to us 

access to a state of mind in which we are acutely conscious. In terms of my own 

painting, through the Still Life I to began to engage with the painted space in a 

meditative way, and in doing so i was attending to my own anxiety. Furthermore, 

I was able to record my experience at a particular moment in time, manifested 

through particular objects, and underpinned by artistic and conceptual 

influences. 

Works For Exhibition 

The final paintings for exhibition are Still Life arrangements (including the Mulla 

Mulla, the Sturt’s Desert Pea, ceramics and lemons) all arranged on an 

weathered timber stool. The flowers were collected from daily walks while the 

other objects were contained within my fathers house and garden. I wanted the 

paintings to be visibly Australian in tone and chose to include Australian natives 

(Mulla Mulla and the Desert Pea), these wildflowers are visually identifiable, 

sharing a place in our history and present, for both indigenous and non-

indigenous Australians.  44

 Australian National Botanic Gardens Swainsona Formosa - Sturt’s Desert Pea 2011 44

https://www.anbg.gov.au/gnp/interns-2011/swainsona-formosa.html  (5/3/2018) 
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The domestic vessels are also central to the work, belonging to my father, they 

are imbued with nostalgic weight. Furthermore, I regard them as substitutes, 

vessels for human life rather than inanimate material objects. I spent hours 

moving these domestic vessels, flowers and lemons (arranged under a 

spotlight) until I felt I had something that could work as a painting, then 

photographed the composition. I could have set this up with exact precision but 

I find photo realism lacks life and can be quite stale. I chose to use a lamp and 

my average camera so that I would end up with an underexposed and slightly 

pixelated image. I photographed the compositions without a flash and took 

roughly 200photos per arrangement. 

The ambition was to approach the composition from a Kitsch perspective, 

informed by the aesthetics of the Grotesque and the tradition of Still life and 

Vanitas painting. In particular, I sought to construct compositions that would 

resonate within the paradigm and philosophy of Kitsch Painting (as coined by 

Nerdrum - On Kitsch, 2000) as well as being Still Life paintings in literal terms. 

This came to fruition in the play of light and shadow, utilised to create space, 

depth, drama and emotion. In identifying my work as Kitsch I align my intentions 

with that of Nerdrum and take a positive view of the term. 

While planning the compositions for these works I had decided to work on MDF 

board and then have the paintings framed, intended as a feedback loop to oil 

Jan Van Eyke and 15th century oil painting traditions. Board as a support was 

utilised to aid in the application of glazes, to achieve depth and realism. I 

primed the board front and back and then I projected an outline of my 

composition, I roughly mapped out the form with charcoal and later fixed it using 

a gel medium. I projected the chosen photo onto the wall and painted from this 

enlarged image to see everything in greater detail. I then continued to work 

from photos on my computer and mixed colours to match. I built the initial layers 

up with a mixture of turpentine, liquin and oil paint then the final layers in liquin 

and oil paint, finishing with damar varnish. 
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                    Fig 26  Still Life, Mulla Mulla and Dad’s Lemon’s 52 x 60cm 2014 

My approach was conventional in the sense that the compositions invite the 

viewer in to the paintings by establishing predictable pathways of entry. This 

means that objects perceived as nearby were depicted as larger while objects 

intended to recede were scaled down. A crucial intention was to suggest an 

inward focus rather than upward, trapping the viewer in the frame and directing 

them inward toward the illusionistic shadow. 

I sought to grasp at unknowing, timelessness, beauty and longing, while 

signifying temporeneity and mortality. The task of Kitsch says Nerdrum, “is to 

create a seriousness in life, at best so sublime it will bring the laughter to the 

quiet, seeking life and therefore seeking the individual.”  Nerdrum’s Kitsch is 45

 Brandon Kralik Dawn of the Kitsch Movement 2013 45

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brandon-kralik/the-dawn-of-the-kitsch-mo_b_4013483.html  
(10/10/2014)
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about eternal human questions (unifying concepts that aren't new) to create 

skilfully executed paintings, seeking to appeal on an emotional level. 
                        

                          Fig 27  Still Life, Blue Vase and Mulla Mulla, 58 x 90cm 2014 

In particular, I wanted the shadows to dominate and dictate the mood, this 

meant painting a cool ground before laying thin transparent layers of burnt 

umber and ultramarine blue (in the shadow area). The substances needed to 

come to life, by shining, gleaming and catching the eye, ultimately living on their 

own. I built up several layers of paint as i sought to bring the paintings to life, 

glazing thin layers of pigment using an alkyd medium.  
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                    Fig 28 Still Life Green Jug 30 x 55cm 2014 

       Fig 29 Sturt’s Desert Pea 30 x 55cm 2014          Fig 30 Sturt’s Desert Pea 30 x 55cm 2014 
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The process of painting these works was experientially profound, in contrast to 

figurative works painted during earlier stages of the investigation. I would spend 

day in and day out examining the minutiae of a shadow, seeking to grasp its 

complexity, engaged in the materiality of the oil paint as much as i was the 

content of the composition. Alain de Botton suggests that “The more difficult our 

lives, the more a graceful depiction of a flower might move us.”  Meaning that 46

this type of work has the ability to effect us because it draws on tragedy, they 

are not purely sentimental or in denial. 

                        !            
                            Fig 32 Green Jug and Sturt’s Desert Pea 60 x 85cm 2014 

These paintings were informed by research, professional deliberation and a 

repertoire of technical skills developed over the course of this project. The 

seduction of light and dark is fully evident. The illusions of drama and paint are 

clear. There is a compression and density of both feeling and thought. 

 Alain de Botton Art as Therapy 2013 p.2046
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      Conclusion 
  
The central project aim was to demonstrate that a traditional approach to oil 

painting is relevant as a medium for the artistic expression of existential anxiety. 

I endeavoured to create a body of visual research through an exploration of the 

painting process as it pertains to visual practice. Furthermore, examining the 

experience of that process for a range of artist who use oil painting to express 

ideas related to both socio-political and personal experience 

Important to the research project, is the intrinsic difficulty of the artist striving to 

understand the past and the present on their own terms. To establish ones 

imprint on the tradition of painting and to transform conventions and perceptions 

has been a driving force for artists for centuries. Artists continually test their 

skills agains their peers and forbears. This has been the case for me in regard 

to this project.  

My central questions often led me down a rabbit hole and during my 

candidature I experienced many hurdles that saw me restart the project a 

number of times. It is important to never forget how crazy painting is, born in a 

smelly studio where the painter works for hours on end, predominantly in 

isolation. People who buy paintings tend to think painting begins in the world of 

museums and art galleries, or at least that is where their experience of paint 

begins. Through this project I have come to realise how important it is to 

describe this process and in doing so contribute to a further understanding and 

an existing body of knowledge.  

Painting is about attending to specific marks and the way they are made, 

meaning does not only depend on what the painting is about but it is there at a 

lower level. A painting becomes a physical representation of the experience of 

the painter, it is a memory, and this memory is imbedded in every inch of the 

canvas. The examination of my own practice and process taught me to look 

closer, affecting in me a greater appreciation for all genres of painting.  
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The research in to artist Goya, Nerdrum, Tucker, Quilty and Perurrle revealed 

that the painting medium offers the ability to render in lustrous form a sense of 

the eternal and provided the artists the means to articulate (in paint) their 

anxieties, both internal and external. A range of painting techniques were 

explored as I attempted to teach myself how to paint, and sought an effective 

visual language. I drew particular influence from Goya and the aesthetics of the 

Grotesque through Bakhtin as well as Nerdrum's Kitsch philosophy.  

I had a number of supervisors come and go throughout my candidature and as I 

attempted to bring the project together in the latter stages this became glaringly 

obvious. Towards the end of my candidature I received welcome guidance from 

Dr Amy Jackett and Professor Wayne Cristaudo. Also, a change in environment 

brought about primarily by my emotional decline, resulted in a synthesis of 

theoretical ideas and studio process, out of which came the final works. 

The final paintings for exhibition are comprised of the self portrait A Time To 

Murder And Create and Still Life paintings of Australian natives. Painted on 

board and built of thin glazes, I  contextualise this work within traditions of Still 

Life and Vanitas painting as well as aligning it with Nerdrum’s Kitsch philosophy. 

These paintings exhibit a level of conceptual understanding and technical skill 

that was acquired over the course of the project, and utilise light/shadow to 

create space, depth, drama and to appeal to emotions. The exhibition was 

thoughtfully curated and installed, utilising lighting to heighten the emotional 

experience and to integrate the self portrait and Still Life paintings in to a 

cohesive whole. 

In concluding, I maintain that oil painting is an effective medium through which 

to explore and visually articulate existential anxiety. Furthermore, this research 

provides insight in to how oil paint can be used in drastically different ways by 

artists (including myself) to portray individual and collective uncertainty. In that, 

creating visually distinct and identifiable work. My research aims to contribute 

towards a revitalisation of traditional approaches to painting as well as towards 

further understanding (from the perspective of the artist) of the painting process. 
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