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Abstract

My research has focused on the sublime in colonial and contemporary Australian landscape, 
with specific reference to the Northern Territory and the region of Kakadu National Park.  
I argue that post modern concepts of the sublime in contemporary landscape practice, 
specifically in the Northern Territory, reflect a current socio political climate of cultural 
difference, conflict and struggle.  The basis of my argument is that we must all think together 
at the same time; the constant requirement to choose between two different cultural 
viewpoints, Indigenous and non Indigenous, is precisely what enables our society. 

My research is composed of two elements, studio practice and exegesis.  In this 
exegesis, I examine the writings of the German  philosopher Immanuel Kant,  and his 
aesthetic philosophy of the  sublime and the  contemporary manifestation  of the sublime, 
grounded in the psychoanalysis  of Jacques Lacan, and the social political  critique of 
Slovenian sociologist, Slavoj Žižek and the Australian art historian Rex Butler.  I apply 
these philosophies to an analysis of sublime landscape representations, both colonial and 
contemporary.  Artists I have examined in the context of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century sublime include German romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich, and Australian 
colonial artists Eugene von Guerard and Augustus Earle. I have examined post modern 
concepts of the sublime from a Lacanian and Žižekian sociological perspective in the works 
of Imants Tillers and his critics, including urban Aboriginal artist, Gordon Bennett.  In the 
context of the Northern Territory I explore the work of emerging digital artist and graphic 
designer, Therese Ritchie.  

In my studio practice I create large scale, multi panelled landscapes and figures, using 
a combination of printmaking, drawing and painting on paper.  To create my imaginary 
colonial landscape, I use travelogue entries of nineteenth century German explorer Ludwig 
Leichhardt and a sketch by Australian colonial artist George French Angas, both of whom 
represent aspects of the landscape in and around what is now Kakadu National Park. I 
borrow techniques from Imants Tillers, notably his canvas board system and his use of 
images from other sources.  

To create the figures in my landscape, I draw on my German heritage and borrow images 
of sixteenth century German renaissance artist Albrecht Dürer and seventeenth century 
German author Hans Jakob Christoffel Grimmelshausen’s Simplicissimus1 to explore social 
issues of conscience, concepts of good and evil, beauty and terror and the futile search for 
redemption through travel and exploration. 

Through my landscapes and figures I aim to show that  post modern concepts of the sublime, 
far from romanticising the artist’s connection to the land, are today seen as a type of negation 
which is based on a continuing critique of cultural representation.

Endnotes

1 Grimmelshausen, HJC 1912, The Adventurous Simplicissimus, translated by Goodrick, A.
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Introduction

This exegesis considers sublime landscape representations in the visual arts from both a 
historical and contemporary viewpoint of both the eighteenth century, during the colonisation 
of Australia and post modern concepts of the sublime in contemporary Australian society. 
The philosophy of the sublime is explored in detail with the main emphasis on the social and 
political situation reflected in the landscape.  I focus specifically on the Northern Territory 
and Kakadu National Park, as this is the location of my studio practice and a site where 
Indigenous and non Indigenous culture coexist.  Key questions which have informed my 
studio practice as a landscape artist are: What does the sublime experience in the landscape 
mean to a white European artist? What socio cultural implications are there in engaging with 
the landscape?  How are these issues represented in the post modern landscape? 

The Kantian sublime was a major influence on colonial Australian landscape, and was 
also influential in shaping the ideas of German romantic painter, Caspar David Friedrich, 
who likewise viewed the landscape through the aesthetic philosophy of the sublime.  I aim 
to demonstrate, using both the Kantian sublime, but also the post modern philosophy of 
Jacques Lacan and his theory of the “other”1, that some artists, including colonial painters 
Eugene von Guerard and Augustus Earle, used the sublime to express their yearning to 
connect to a greater power and the unknown held within the land.  In revisiting the past and 
applying a hypothetical analysis of Lacanian theory, I consider the possibility that the artist 
might act as an intermediary between the imposed view of the colonisers and the received 
impression of the imaginary antipodean other.  As the Australian historian Inga Clendinnen 
argues, we cannot really know whether von Guerard or Earle used the sublime to express 
their response to the Australian landscape.2 I am aware of the “potential for biographical 
fallacy”.  However my exegesis deliberately evokes elements of an imaginary fictional history 
by drawing on “agreed facts, dates and events”.  I intertwine situations and characters 
from different times, place and genres, notably of German origin from a self-biographical 
perspective.  In doing so, I invite the viewer to systematically and critically participate in an 
evaluation of my hypothesis, deliberately acknowledging a range of “possible perspectives”, 
as one of the key elements of my argument.3  I would argue, in acknowledging the potential 
for a “biographical fallacy”, that  the sublime templates imposed on colonial Australian 
landscape, to a degree, may have been reshaped by these colonial artists in an attempt to 
identify the essence of the new land.  

Aspects of the eighteenth century sublime are still evident in contemporary landscape, 
including the yearning to connect to a great power, as in post modern artist Imants Tillers’ 
appropriations of Eugene von Guerard and Caspar David Friedrich.  Tillers is a key figure 
in my discussion on cultural politics between non Indigenous and Indigenous Australians 
and is explored in detail, together with key protagonist urban Indigenous artist Gordon 
Bennett and contemporary artist, Juan Davila, of Chilean descent.  Post structuralist writings 
by key writers such as Jacques Derrida and Edward Said argue that Western thought is 
structured around a series of binary oppositions: Indigenous/non Indigenous, west/other, 
etc. However, by exploring the writings of Juan Davila and the artwork of Therese Ritchie, 
I hope to explore the complexity and variety of differing identities in Australian society. I will 
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use the contemporary philosophy of Slovenian sociologist, Slavoj Žižek to show that in Tillers’ 
contemporary landscapes we also see a post modern condition of the sublime which denies 
any possibility of comprehending the real.  By drawing on Žižekian analysis, I will show that 
it is precisely the constant dissensus between Indigenous and non Indigenous Australians 
which maintains imperative differences and voices within one society. 

Contemporary cultural issues which can be seen in relation to issues arising during the 
1980s are evident in a range of contemporary artworks, including those of painter Peter 
Adsett who collaborated in the late 1990s with Indigenous artist Rusty Peters in the Northern 
Territory to create the exhibition, “Two Laws. . .One Big Spirit”.4  Cultural issues, particularly 
with reference to social conflict are also evident in the work of emerging contemporary digital 
artist Therese Ritchie.  Whilst the work of Adsett is extremely rich ground for investigation 
into cultural politics and the sublime, within the constraints of this relatively concise exegesis, 
and in a contemporary context, I have chosen to focus on Therese Ritchie.  Ritchie, who 
refers to a “front line trauma” and a “crash site” in the Northern Territory deals specifically 
with the question of social concerns in the Northern Territory, characterised by the inability to 
reach consensus between cultures.5  In Ritchie’s work we are confronted with the pain and 
conflict of unresolved differences between a society in which Indigenous and non Indigenous 
Australians live side by side.  This society is defined by differences, gaps, similarities, 
synergies, tensions and above all, an infinite and constantly shifting multitude of cultural 
identities, where I would argue, no one solution can ever represent all voices.  Any attempt 
at defining what ironically remains open ended may appear contradictory, even futile.  This 
paper contends that the search for such a definition must paradoxically remain elusive in 
order for society to retain equilibrium through ongoing debate.  

My studio practice as a contemporary landscape artist has been influenced by my 
experiences living and working as an artist in Kakadu National Park alongside Indigenous 
artists.  This experience has helped me clarify my own connection to the land.  Observing 
the irrefutable connection to land of the Indigenous people through their culture has led me 
to explore my own cultural heritage, and to attempt to define my identity.  Rather than seek 
to be part of another more seemingly exotic culture, I learned that it is through accepting my 
own heritage that I begin to understand my place in the land.  In my studio work, this has 
involved questioning my European heritage, my perceptions of culture and my Eurocentric 
gaze on the landscape.  The sublime response I initially experienced in the Kakadu 
landscape has over time become mitigated by a growing appreciation of Indigenous culture 
in an increasingly globalised world.  What I at first understood as a binary opposition between 
Indigenous and non Indigenous culture, I now see as a multitude of voices which demand to 
be heard.   

My German heritage is also a strong source of imagery and ideas.  I draw on the sublime 
from German historical sources, including seventeenth century author Hans Jakob Christoffel 
Grimmelshausen’s character, Simplicissimus from the novel entitled The Adventures of 
Simplicissimus, which explores the impact of social upheaval on the life of Simplicissimus 
and on the lives of his contemporaries.6  I borrow images from sixteenth century German 
artist Albrecht Dürer in order to represent aspects of exploration and globalisation.  Likewise 
I draw on German explorer Ludwig Leichhardt, namely to represent aspects of my German 
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heritage and to make the connection with globalisation.  To a certain extent these images are 
symbolic of my own German heritage and a reference to a sense of collective guilt, as well 
as collective stereotyping of cultures.  These aspects of my work are further discussed in 
Chapter 4.

The intention of my studio work is to suggest that European exploration of Australia has 
wallpapered over the land, attempting to create a utopian society blind to the underlying 
illnesses and at times terror created as a result.  The Northern Territory is often stereotyped 
as a site of the exotic other, associated with the romantic outback presence of Indigenous 
people in remote communities.  The 2006 report, A Shared Vision for Tourism in Kakadu 
National Park, represents the park as providing the opportunity for visitors to “go beyond 
the range of their white vision, to connect with country and themselves in a way which 
few other places in the world can”.7  The report further suggests that romantic notions of 
aspirational exotic destinations inspire many Europeans, and in particular German travellers 
to visit Australia.  According to recent tourism surveys, Germans are seduced by “a culture 
immensely different from their own in more evolutionary destinations where swift cultural 
change was inevitable”.8  Certainly, the Indigenous population of the Northern Territory has 
the highest count in Australia, at 28.8 per cent of the total population, in comparison with the 
lowest percentage, Victoria, at only 0.6 per cent.9 

The intention of my work is to critique such romantic notions of cultural exoticism and beauty 
in the landscape through subtle satire and irony. I hope to convey this exoticism as nothing 
more than a veneer of beauty and romance; veils of Eurocentric perception which gloss 
over the current and continuing social conflict.  However, it is not my intention to illustrate 
conflict through literal representation of historical events as can be seen in the work of some 
contemporary artists, including Therese Ritchie.  To borrow the words of Clendinnen, I prefer 
to “anatomise past situations” in order to provide an imaginary fictional narrative deliberately 
open to a range of interpretations.10   Whilst my research deals with the local and my own 
German heritage in relation to the region of Kakadu, it also attempts to deal with broader 
philosophical questions by challenging conventional notions of historical specificity.

Imants Tillers has been a considerable influence on the techniques I use to create my work.  
My practice draws on a range of images and borrows Tillers’ idea of appropriation.  In order 
to represent the colonial landscape, and the idea of the Žižekian void11, I borrow George 
French Angas’ Valley of the Adelaide River.12 This small drawing is superimposed over 15 
panels to create one large work.  In this regard I also draw on the canvas board system used 
by Imants Tillers.  For me personally, the mark of the writing is crucial.  I superimpose journal 
entries of German colonial explorer and scientist Ludwig Leichhardt across the panels to 
signify the presence of the explorer, and to an extent, my own presence.  Irony plays a role in 
the use of the text, with the aim of emphasising the romantic vision of Leichhardt against the 
harsher realities of exploration.  

The technique I use to create my multi panelled large landscapes and figures is a 
combination of printmaking, drawing and painting which enables me to reproduce images 
and to bring the past into the present.  Printmaking also enables me to create multiple 
transparent layers and through digital manipulation, to change the scale of the original work.  
Australian printmaker, Neil Emmerson, was a key influence in my work and for a short time, 
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my studio supervisor.  Under his guidance I was introduced to a new relief printing technique 
which I have applied throughout my work.  

Chapter 1 explores the history of the sublime, with a focus on the eighteenth century Kantian 
sublime and post modern concepts of the sublime in relation to the post modern French 
psycholinguist Jacques Lacan and the contemporary Slovenian sociologist, Slavoj Žižek.  
Chapter 2 considers the sublime in colonial art and explores the work of German romantic 
painter, Caspar David Friedrich and Australian colonial artists Augustus Earle, Eugene von 
Guerard and George French Angas.  These artists are considered in the context of both 
the eighteenth century and in relation to post modern concepts of the sublime.  Drawing on 
Žižekian analysis, I contend that the sublime in Northern Territory society reflects a state of 
instability between Indigenous and non Indigenous cultures, which is necessary to ensure 
ongoing debate.  Chapter 3 examines post modern concepts of the sublime in the work of 
Imants Tillers which serve as a backdrop for debate by Indigenous artists including Gordon 
Bennett and Chilean artist Juan Davila.  Chapter 4 examines the development of my studio 
practice within my Master of Visual Arts and explores my work in the context of the Northern 
Territory with reference to Imants Tillers’ cultural politics and also to emerging digital artist, 
Therese Ritchie.  I argue that these artists explore concepts of the sublime in post modern 
visual art practice, providing insights into socio cultural politics.  Imants Tillers and the 
writings of Juan Davila instigated seminal debate on identity politics in Australia.  The critique 
of Gordon Bennett served to broaden ideas of Aboriginality for an Australian audience.  I 
put these debates in the context of the Northern Territory in relation to Therese Ritchie 
and to a lesser extent, Peter Adsett.  The contemporary writings of Rex Butler and Slavoj 
Žižek on post modern concepts of the sublime establish an important link between these 
contemporary artists and my practice.

Endnotes

1 Lacan, J 1985, Ecrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan, Routledge, London.

2 Clendinnen, I 2006, ‘The History Question - Who Owns the Past?’ Quarterly Essay, vol. 23

3 Ibid in, p. 69, 

4 Adsett, P & Peters, R 2000, Two Laws...One Big Spirit, Exhibition Catalogue, 24HR Art, Northern Ter-
ritory Centre for Contemporary Art, 24hr Art, Darwin NT

5 Ritchie, T 2004, Ship of Fools, Black Dog Graphics, Darwin, Northern Territory.

6 Grimmelshausen, HJC 1912, The Adventurous Simplicissimus, translated by Goodrick, A.

7 John Morse cited in Morse, J, King, J & Bartlett, J 2006, A Shared Vision for Tourism in Kakadu 
National Park, Australian Government Director of National Parks
Northern Territory Government, Darwin NT,p.40

8  Morse, J, King, J & Bartlett, J 2006, A Shared Vision for Tourism in Kakadu National Park, Australian 
Government Director of National Parks
Northern Territory Government, Darwin NT, p.38
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9 ABS 2005, Figure A3.3 Proportion of the population in each State and Territory, 2001

10 Clendinnen, I 2006, ‘The History Question - Who Owns the Past?’ Quarterly Essay, vol. 23,p.66

11 Discussed in chapter 1

12 Angas, GF 1864, Valley of the Adelaide River, 1 drawing : pencil and wash ; 10 x 15.9 cm., 
<http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-an2856708-v>. 
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Chapter 1 

Defining the sublime

The origins of the sublime date back to the classical era.  Peri Hupsos or On Sublimity,1 
attributed to the Greek critic Dionysius Longinus, is credited with being the first discussion 
on the sublime.  The sublime in the classical era was associated with the capacity to stir the 
emotions through oration and rhetoric.  Dionysius’ work, On Sublimity, often makes reference 
to pagan deities in search of something higher than human, for example “Plato is divine and 
the orator Demosthenes has divine gifts”.2 

The sublime as an expression of the relationship between the divine and humankind is 
exemplified in the fourteenth century work of Italian poet and playwright Dante Alighieri’s 
Divine Comedy, widely considered the first great work of the renaissance.  In this work, 
Dante is confronted by demons, but he sees “the one”, Christ, from whom the souls of the 
damned then flee and thus Dante is saved.  Dante’s work is a progression from the pagan 
sublime of antiquity to the Christian, heroic sublime.3

The influence of the sublime was extended into the eighteenth century through a translation 
of Longinus by the French poet and critic, Nicholas Despréaux-Boileau, enabling the concept 
to reach a broader public than the Latin treatise had to date.  Themes of the sublime appear 
in the key seventeenth century work, Paradise Lost, by English poet John Milton.4  For Milton, 
literary theorist Philip Shaw, argues, “the sublime is identified with the transformational power 
of language”.5 The poem concerns the Christian story of the fall of man; the temptation of 
Adam and Eve by Satan and their expulsion from the Garden of Eden.  Shaw also discusses 
the sublime in the work of Milton in relation to the “residual antagonism between the sacred 
and the profane”.6  Paradise Lost was originally published in 1667, one year prior to German 
author Grimmelshausen’s Simplicissimus.   Simplicissimus is a Faustian like chimera 
creature who begins life as an innocent child, but ends up a tortured and grotesque man.  
Similarly, the story of Simplicissimus is a Christian story concerned with the good and evil 
in mankind and the eventual failure of his redemption.  The story of Simplicissimus can also 
be read as “an allegory on the life of the good Christian or on the theme of knowledge and 
ignorance”.7   

In terms of the Australian colonial landscape, concepts of the sublime and redemption, 
Australian art theorist, Ian McLean, argues that the “sublime is the first step towards 
redemption from the depths of the grotesque”.8  The figure of Simplicissimus is a key aspect 
in my studio work and represents the idea of the elusive search for redemption through 
exploration, and also the good and evil of society. The connection between Simplicissimus 
and my work is discussed further in Chapter 4 in relation to my German heritage, the good 
and evil in society and my studio practice.

A significant development of the sublime as an aesthetic philosophy came through the work 
of English politician, Edmund Burke.  His aesthetic treatise, A Philosophical Enquiry into 
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the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, published in 1757, first discussed 
the aesthetic qualities of the relationship between objects of beauty and terror, one being 
exclusive of the other, but the combination of which, leads to a sublime experience.  With 
the development in the philosophy of the sublime, the sublime appears as a pleasurable 
experience encapsulated by fear.

Eighteenth century German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, explored the idea of the sublime 
further, and is widely acknowledged to have developed the first properly philosophical 
treatment of the sublime.  In his work, entitled Analytic of the Sublime, the centrepiece 
of Kant’s Critique of Judgement9, he explores the relationship between empiricism and 
rationalism.  Kant tells us that “Erhaben is das was gegen das Interesse der Sinne 
unmittelbar gefällt”.10  Literally translated, “The sublime is the mere capacity of thinking which 
evidences a faculty of mind transcending every standard of sense”.11  Broadly interpreted, 
we take pleasure in an object, precisely because our senses fail us.  We then seek a higher 
knowledge within ourselves to create an understanding.  

In his analysis of Kant’s philosophy, British author Paul Crowther provides a simple 
interpretation of the sublime. 

Kant’s fundamental claim is that anything which can occasion pain or terror or some 
kindred passion is a potential source of the feeling of the sublime.  This feeling can 
be occasioned in two different ways.  First, when the perceptually overwhelming 
properties of objects test and strain our perceptual faculties so as to cause a weak 
state of pre-conscious pain; and second, where dangerous objects are encountered 
from a position of safety, thus causing a weak or moderated state of terror.12

This experience, Kant argued, leads to a sense of the transcendental; a connection with a 
greater power. This is the key principle of Kant’s philosophy, the relationship between reason 
and imagination.  We then draw on what Kant refers to as pre-existing universal concepts, 
or a priori principles including time and space to help us make sense of what we cannot 
understand through our imagination alone.  Kant also tells us, “Sublimity does not reside in 
the things of nature, but only in our own mind, in so far as we may become conscious of our 
superiority over nature within…”.13

The relationship between mankind and a greater power, common in the eighteenth century, 
saw a revival in German romanticism at the end of the renaissance.   Disturbed by the 
apparent soullessness of society and the emphasis on pagan religion, artists were inspired 
by the ideas of Kant.  German romantic artists felt that the ultimate reality could only be 
imitated, never fully known, so they sought an art that would stimulate the imagination to 
its limits.  Eighteenth century German romantic painter, Caspar David Friedrich, was a key 
figure in the tradition of the romantic sublime landscape. The works of Friedrich have seen a 
revival in post modern culture and will be examined in detail in the following chapters.

In contrast to the idea of representing the divine element through landscape, post 
modernism challenges such ideas of promise, hope and deliverance through a higher 
power.  Characteristic of post modernism is the break down of the grand narrative, of all that 
previously could be held as the truth or the real.  Post modernism affirms nothing beyond 
its own failure.  Post modern culture seeks to retain a sense of the unpresentable as the 
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unattainable other.  It seeks, as French post modern philosopher Jean-François Lyotard 
argues, to sustain the “incommensurability of reality to concept which is implied in the 
Kantian philosophy of the mind”14. Lyotard suggests that post modernism aims to maintain 
the shock of the sublime so as to prevent the ascendancy of the rational over the real.15  In 
contrast to Kant, Lyotard contends the sublime represents a disruptive event, forcing critical 
thought to a crisis.  The value of the sublime for Lyotard lies in its resistance to rational 
thought.  The sublime experience remains the paradox of presenting the unpresentable.

One of the key arguments of my hypothesis, derived from Lacanian philosophy16, is that 
the sublime operates as a mirror of our society. An analysis of post modern concepts of 
the sublime reveals instability, multiplicity, duplicity and failure of any redemption through 
a higher power.  As I have argued in the case of Lyotard, post modern concepts of the 
sublime represent the failure of reason over the real.  We find similar ideas echoed in the 
thoughts of French psycholinguist Jacques Lacan.  According to Lacanian psychoanalytic 
theory, the sublime moment occurs when “the sublime object points … to the fundamental 
emptiness, ‘the beyond-of the-signified’ without which no signification could occur”17. 
However these objects which signify the beyond-of the-signified then become attractive, 
fearful and overbearing.  We cannot comprehend the object, and so experience the sublime.  
The sublime for Lacan also reflects our anxiety created through the realisation that we exist 
as split identities plagued by the lack of the other which would make us complete.  This 
interpretation of the sublime relates to Lacan’s theory on the Order of the Symbolic.  This 
order explains that the ideal “I”, or the infant, born in the realm of the real, only sees the 
“other”, but not yet itself.  It then moves into the mirror stage, or the realm of the imaginary, 
still seeing itself as whole, only to eventually realise it is only a reflection of the self, in which 
the self and ego are actually split.  Henceforth the “I” enters the realm of the symbolic, and 
the struggle to be united again, constantly searching for the “other” begins.18

Contemporary Slovenian social theorist and neo Lacanian theorist19, Slavoj Žižek in turn 
draws upon Lacan in his reading of popular culture, particularly film.   Žižek refers to the 
sublime as “the paradox of an object which, in the very field of representation, provides a 
view, in a negative way, of the dimension of what is unrepresentable”.20  Similar to Lacan, 
Žižek examines a triad of the symbolic /imaginary/ real, questioning the interrelation between 
the three components and the search for the self to become whole.  For Žižek, “the notion 
of the whole is unthinkable without reference to the disturbing power of the sublime”.21  It is 
important to note that according to Žižek, reality, as we think we know it, does not exist. Our 
reality is symbolically constructed; the real, however, is a concrete experience, but is also the 
trauma that cannot be symbolized, or expressed in words. 

I will first consider Žižek’s contribution to the field of cultural criticism and particularly 
the visual arts.  Žižek maintains that a work of art is bound up in reflexive relation with a 
repressed object of desire.22  The work of art is affected or endangered by its fascination 
with the repressed and becomes sublime.  Such an object might be represented for example 
by excrement, or blood.  This calls into question the limits of how we might present the 
sublime experience.  Art becomes more an expression of the ridiculous and we are left 
wondering how we can continue to represent the symbolic order once we have revealed, or 
in fact nearly closed the gap between the object and the unpresentable, the unknowable, or 
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in Kantian terms, das Ding an sich, the Thing.  Žižek explores this idea of the relationship 
between the symbolic and the ridiculous through neo film noir.  For example, in a scene 
from David Lynch’s film The Straight Story (1999)23, an event suddenly occurs without 
explanation in which an orange ball rolls randomly from left to right. This object points to a 
presence beyond reason and expression.  We are disturbed and unable to comprehend.  
The experience becomes sublime, but also ridiculous, disrupting the symbolic order in which 
the gap between a comprehensible idea and the object narrows, as in the orange ball which 
denies any signification.  Žižek believes contemporary artists are struggling with the potential 
disruption of the symbolic order, and says, “far from undermining the logic of sublimations, 
[artists] are desperately trying to save it…Without the minimal gap between [the object] and 
the [empty place of the Thing], there simply is no symbolic order”22.    Žižek also writes, “in 
art the spiritual and material spheres are intertwined: the spiritual emerges when we become 
aware of the material inertia, the dysfunctional bare presence, of the objects around us”.23  
However this spiritual experience is nothing more than an illusion brought about by our 
misperception of reality.  The sublime experience in post modernism becomes excessive, 
unmanageable and even terrifying.  

This exegesis attempts to combine Žižekian analysis of the sublime with society and art.   
Žižek explores the sublime in a socio political context and in Lacanian terms sees the lack in 
our lives in terms of the unknowable, a missing link in our society.24  In this unstable society 
we create a sublime object, a  scapegoat, the product of our fantasies onto which we project 
our social deficiencies. Ironically, without the stability brought about by constant dissensus 
focused on the sublime object, there would be no equilibrium.  In order to maintain the 
symbolic order, our fantasy denies any real representation of the sublime object.  In reading 
Žižek we also learn that our fantasy, rather than being an unknown unconscious projection, 
is in fact objective.25  Significantly, as Australian art theorist, Rex Butler points out in his 
analysis of Žižek in an Australian context, “it is not so much in what we believe as in our 
external social practices that fantasy is to be found”26.  The sublime experience occurs when 
our social practices externalise an object of our fantasy which embodies both the negative 
and positive aspects of our society.  It might be argued that white society creates the fantasy 
of Aboriginal culture as a sublime object, or as a scapegoat of the problems associated with 
colonisation and the subsequent social conflict.   This scapegoat embodies white society’s 
inherent racism, guilt and oppression, but also the yearning by non Indigenous Australians to 
create a utopian society in which the exotic other, the Aboriginal person, personifies the purity 
and spirituality white society has all but lost.  

Žižek’s treatises on sociology are particularly relevant to Australian society and more 
precisely, the Northern Territory.  Northern Territory society, I would argue, is defined by 
differences, gaps, similarities, synergies, tensions and above all, an infinite and constantly 
shifting multitude of cultural identities, where no one solution can ever represent all voices.  
The forces of globalisation, from the beginnings of exploration to settlement of Australia in the 
eighteenth century have created a rift between the non Indigenous and Indigenous cultures 
which still festers today like an open wound created during colonial invasion.   It remains 
that social conflict and racism continue to characterise settler colonial societies generally.  
Attempts to define a singular cultural political position are problematic to say the least.
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There is a danger that Žižek’s arguments may be seen as critical without providing solutions.  
On the other hand, as Butler points out, “If there is a solution to the problem [Žižek] sets 
out, it is not to be found by deciding between alternatives or proposing some middle-path 
between them, but by thinking both together”27.  This, I would propose, is the basis of my 
socio political argument in the Northern Territory.  We must think both together at the same 
time, and the constant requirement to choose between different cultural viewpoints is 
precisely what enables our society.  

This chapter has shown that the eighteenth century sublime has been represented in the 
landscape as mankind’s yearning to connect with a greater power.  It has also shown that 
mankind faces overwhelming forces of beauty in nature with a sense of fear and terror, but is 
able to master the situation by drawing on greater, universal powers of reason.  Post modern 
concepts of the sublime similarly reveal that we remain challenged by the unknowable, but 
there is no longer a promise of redemption.  The search for the unpresentable is personified 
through the search for the unknowable other, the split ego which, in a Lacanian sense, 
the self constantly yearns to re-unite with.28  However we learn that the unknowable in 
contemporary art pushes the limits of the unpresentable.  The gap between the presentable 
and the unpresentable narrows, and the sublime object becomes an object of fantasy, 
without any meaning, reduced to the ridiculous.  The ridiculous is also evident in our attempts 
at defining society, which ironically remains open ended, contradictory, even futile.  Yet to 
the contrary, this paper contends that the search for such a definition must remain elusive in 
order for society to function.  Drawing from the arguments of Žižek, who in turn draws on the 
work of Kant and Lacan, I suggest that no one definition of culture is feasible, but rather the 
community is made up of an infinite number of differences oscillating between possible, but 
not quite accurate meanings, without any fixed signifier or adequate definition.

In the following chapter the aesthetic philosophies of the sublime, evident in the work of 
Caspar David Friedrich, are shown to operate as a set of pictorial conventions in nineteenth 
century Australian art.  I examine the impact of this colonial vision on the Northern Territory 
and its particular location within post modern concepts of the sublime.  I will show by applying 
Lacanian psychology and Žižekian sociology, that in many cases it is precisely the sublime 
experience reflected in the landscape which provides an insight into the role of the artist as 
an intermediary between the imposed view of the colonisers and the received impression of 
the imaginary antipodean other.  
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Chapter 2 
 
Colonisation and the sublime

In this chapter I will seek to demonstrate that some representations of the sublime 
landscape, as in select works by Eugene von Guerard and Augustus Earle, reveal the 
artists’ moral conscience and their struggle against the imperialist requirements.  A Lacanian 
analysis of the other aims to show in key artworks the struggle by the artist to capture the 
true essence of the Australian landscape and to accurately represent Indigenous culture, 
which was most often, through the forces of invasion, erased from history.  Integral to the 
interpretation of colonial art is the work of prominent Australian art historian, Bernard Smith.  
Smith has been a key figure in changing the way we see Australian landscape. His landmark 
book, Place Taste and Tradition1 was the first socio economic history of Australian art and 
was the first to recognise that Australian art had its beginnings in the scientific drawings of 
the early colony.  Smith located Australian art in an international context.  He contended that 
Australian art did not happen in isolation but came out of an exchange between European 
vision and Antipodean experience.2

Colonial landscape, examined in the context of the postmodern sublime, brings together 
the Lacanian concept of the other with the idea that the artist acts as an intermediary 
between the imposed view of the colonisers and the received impression of the imagined 
antipodean other.3  For example in the landscapes of key colonial artist Eugene von Guerard 
rather than a “template of the sublime, or a hangover of German romanticism and neo-
classicism”, I argue that von Guerard sought to paint more than just romantic scenes.4  Whilst 
I acknowledge the colonial artist’s yearning to connect to his antipodean other, I argue from a 
post modern perspective that the true essence of the Australian identity remains unknowable. 
Rex Butler suggests that von Guerard’s landscapes create “stereotypic perspectives, with 
their interminable horizons and middle-distance features and admit what the eye cannot 
see - a space that precedes vision, uncomposed, infinitely extensive”.5  Whilst the artist may 
not be able to know or present the true essence, the land nonetheless appears to show us 
something we are unable to comprehend, and in this interminable horizon, it may be that the 
artist seeks the antipodean other.  

Likewise an interpretation of the Lacanian other and Žižek’s concept of the void emerges 
in Butler’s revisionist readings of colonial artist Augustus Earle’s Wentworth Falls, ca. 1830 
(Fig.1) 6  Through this painting we can explore what remains unseen, unknowable and 
unpresentable.  In Wentworth Falls, a number of figures are located on a cliff top looking 
towards the waterfall.  What is of interest here, is the relationship between the figures, both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous.  There is a suggestion that the Indigenous guides may 
already know what lies inside or beyond the void, the essence of the land, or the “missing 
link of fantasy”7 the travellers are unable to grasp.   This painting signifies the “dimension 
that joins [the travellers and their guides], which is still always missing, open to question”.8  I 
would suggest this missing dimension reflects the Lacanian symbolic order.  The thing that 
cannot be seen is the “gap” or “missing link of fantasy”9  Žižek speaks of; the impossibility of 
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Figure 1
Augustus Earle, Wentworth Falls, ca. 1830
oil on canvas
71.0x83.2cm
Courtesy National Library of Australia, < http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-an2273848>.
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ever finding the real, the true essence of Australian identity.  

The idea of the void and the missing link is also explored by Australian art theorist, Paul 
Carter, who discusses the idea of the thing that cannot be seen, or what “the eye cannot 
admit” in his essay entitled, Culture of Coincidence.10 Carter describes an encounter by 
explorers with Indigenous Wandjina spirit cave paintings, which appear to look at them with 
a foregone knowledge.  The explorers realize if they could see the land through the eyes 
of these symbolic ancient figures, they too might exist in another dimension.  It then seems 
possible through our imaginary projections onto the world that we are merely “retracing” what 
is already there.  Butler discusses a similar idea in Wentworth Falls.11  The main feature of 
Wentworth Falls, is of course, the falls.  The abyss between the travellers on the one side 
and the falls on the other is treacherous.  It seems as if this void, if it could be crossed, 
would reveal the answers to the unknown land.   By focusing on the void as the subject, it 
is possible to imagine that inside this void is the essence of the country by which we have 
already been seen, or by which at the same moment we are seeing ourselves, somewhat like 
the Lacanian idea of the split ego. The gaze, or what I would call the antipodean other from 
within the void, the gaze that “sees us before we see it”, is disconcerting and something we 
are unable to comprehend.  In this way, it becomes a “certain trauma or kernel impossible to 
symbolize.12  The artist yearns to connect to his antipodean other but fails because he cannot 
express what the eye cannot admit.

The yearning to symbolise what the artist is unable to comprehend, endures today through 
the work of German landscape painter, Caspar David Friedrich.  Friedrich was one of the 
most influential romantic artists during the period of colonial Australia and is now enjoying a 
revival in popularity through artists who borrow his images in order to give expression to the 
post modern condition of the sublime, as evidenced in the work of Imants Tillers.  Tillers is a 
key figure in the discussion of the sublime in post modernism and is the subject of chapter 3. 
We also see Friedrich’s work reflected in contemporary sculptor Damiano Bertoli’s installation 
entitled Continuous Moment 2003-05 (Fig.2), an interpretation of Friedrich’s Das Eismeer 
[The sea of ice] 1823–24 (Fig.3).  In this work we find that “moments from the past and 
present are coalescing”.13  The sculptor, Bertoli, describes this work as an “interpretation of 
Caspar David Friedrich’s Das Eismeer [The sea of ice] 1823–24, informed by the fusion of 
seemingly disparate aesthetic moments: the Baroque/Romantic movement, Minimalism and 
do-it-yourself home renovation”.14

We must therefore ask ourselves,  how does the work of Friedrich impact on Australia, 
what influences came from Europe, but also how were these influences absorbed by 
Australia and modified, sent back to Europe?  What ideas about Australia may have already 
been circulating?  To begin to answer these questions, I will briefly examine a key work of 
Friedrich, and one which has been re-used by Australian contemporary artist, Imants Tillers, 
in his multi panelled contemporary canvas board landscapes.15

Friedrich painted at a time in Europe when German romanticism first focused on the 
landscape as the subject of nature, rather than as a neo-classical allegory. The work in 
question is entitled Traveller Looking over a Sea of Fog, completed circa 1815 (Fig. 4).  A 
common interpretation of the figures in Friedrich’s paintings is man striving against the 
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Figure 3
Caspar David Friedrich, Das Eismeer, 1824
Oil on canvas
96.7x126.9cm
Courtesy <www.onlinekunst.de>.

Figure 2
Damiano Bertoli, Continuous Moments, 2003-2005
PVC, wood, urethane, found objects
500x400x250cm
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia <www.nga.gov.au>
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Figure 4  
Caspar David Friedrich, Traveller Looking over a Sea of Fog, ca 1815
oil on canvas 
98.4x74.8cm
Courtesy <www.onlinekunst.de>.

Figure 5
Eugene von Guerard, North-east view from the Northern top of Mount Kosciusko, 
1863
oil on canvas
66.5 x 116.8 cm
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia, <http://www.artistsfootsteps.com/html/
vonGuerard_1864MtKosciusko.htm>
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forces of nature to connect, in Kantian terms, with a greater power or God, or in Lacanian 
terms, with the other, thus reuniting the split ego.  In this landscape the lone figure stands 
on the peak of a mountain, wistfully gazing above the swirling mists into the beyond.  The 
landscape is at once serene and beautiful, yet we are disturbed by the fragility of the 
“traveller’s” precarious stance.  At any one moment he might stumble and fall into the abyss, 
down into the sea of fog.  His sight towards the ground is obscured and he is unable to 
clearly see the land.  Yet it is the triumphing over the mountains which gives him courage.  I 
contend using Lacanian theory that the sublime moment occurs because the “traveller” fails 
to connect with the symbolic other, or his split self.  Furthermore, we might assume, given 
that the colonisation of Australia spanned the eighteenth century and beyond, the same 
time Friedrich was painting his romantic landscapes,  that the figure in Friedrich’s work 
already knows something of Australia.  As with the work of Friedrich’s Das Eismeer, we see 
again that the past and present are coalescing, where the landscape, to borrow the words 
of Bullock, is a site of “becoming, one which is imbued with expectation, melancholy and 
grandeur”.16  In this case, expectation might be perceived as the desired connection with a 
split antipodean self contained within the new country, with which the European “traveller” 
is unable to unite. The fog seems to signify this lack, the “traveller’s” inability to cross over 
through the mist and unite with the split ego.  The fog also appears as a void between the 
“traveller” and the distant lands beyond.  It is within this void answers about our new identity 
are perhaps to be found, similar to the abyss in Earle’s Wentworth Falls. The “traveller” is 
seeing something for the first time, but the essence of the land is contained in the void, and 
remains a “missing link”.  

In a colonial context the sublime often depicts a romantic vision of man triumphing over 
nature, possessing the land, as appears to be the case with Eugene von Guerard’s 1864 
painting, North-east View from the Northern Top of Mount Kosciusko (Fig. 5).  Similar traces 
of the “other”, the “gap”, and the artist as the intermediary, as in the work of Friedrich and 
Earle can be seen in von Guerard’s painting, in which a small figure stands pitched against 
the vast mountainous landscape.  In contrast to the “traveller” in Friedrich’s work, the figure 
is diminutive.  As Clendinnen points out, we need to be careful of imposing contemporary 
perspectives on past historical events.  I am aware that I cannot claim to know what the 
artist actually intended, however, as Clendinnen also points out, “in human affairs there is 
never a single narrative. There is always one counter-story, and usually several”.17 Perhaps 
this traveller is not only in awe of the overwhelming mountain range before him, but is also 
beginning to question his place in an already inhabited land, which harbours a secret of 
something unknowable, contained in the vast expanse between him and the horizon. It may 
be possible that von Guerard was attempting to show more than a sublimated landscape, as 
suggested in following comment on an 1857 exhibition of von Guerard’s work.  In responding 
to one of his paintings, Ferntree Gully in the Dandenong Ranges, a visitor to the exhibition 
comments it “would strike those unacquainted with our inland ranges as a new revelation”18.  
This comment suggests that the artist, to an extent, reveals what is new and unknown about 
the land, rather than applying a sublime template.  

The Northern Territory landscape is a key feature of this exegesis.  I argue that the sublime 
is reflected in the current political climate of cultural conflict and struggle, a hangover of 
colonisation in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Colonisation was a traumatic 
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experience. Systematic dispossession and removal of Indigenous people from their lands 
in the Northern Territory, meant that by the late 1880s most lands were occupied for some 
kind of development. Eventually in 1976 the Aboriginal Land Rights Act ruled that parts of 
Arnhem Land should revert back to the traditional owners.19  As a result parts of the Northern 
Territory, including Arnhem Land were returned to the Indigenous people.  However it was not 
until 1992 that the High Court of Australia ruled in the Mabo case that native title exists over 
particular kinds of lands and that Australia never was terra nullius or empty land.  

Whilst much of the history of colonial invasion has been erased in the sublime landscapes 
of the Northern Territory, many paintings of the time were scientific recordings of what 
the artists saw.  Lifestyle and the environment at the settlement of Port Essington on the 
Coburg Peninsula, abandoned in 1849, was recorded by “many and local passing artists for 
posterity”.20  Some landscapes painted during colonisation reflected the sublime, including 
the work of William Westall, View of Malay Road from Pobasso’s Island February 1803.21  
Pobasso’s Island was named after a Bugis leader during the trepang harvest by visiting 
Macassans.22  In this work the local Indigenous figure stands poised at the cliff’s edge, 
spear in hand.  He gazes into the vast, tumultuous sky, a foreboding scene.  It seems as 
if the figure awaits the onset of the storm of invasion, flying a red flag like cape as a sign 
of defiance and readiness against the overwhelming force of colonisation.  The sublime is 
also evident in the work of colonial artist and traveller, George French Angas. Although he 
reportedly never visited the Northern Territory, he sketched a work entitled, Valley of the 
Adelaide River 1864.23  I am particularly interested in this region and the region in and around 
Kakadu National Park, as my personal experience with the sublime landscape stems from 
this area.  I borrow this sketch in my studio work, and it will therefore be discussed further in 
chapter 4.  

In this chapter I have examined concepts of the sublime in colonial paintings and have 
suggested that key landscapes by von Guerard and Earle might be read as the artist’s 
yearning to find the true essence of Australia through seeking their antipodean other which 
lies somewhere beyond the horizon or in an abyss between mountains.  By drawing on the 
writings of Rex Butler and Paul Carter, I have argued that in this way, the artist may act as an 
intermediary between the imposed view of the colonisers and the received impression of the 
antipodean other.  In this chapter I have also drawn upon Lacanian and Žižekian psychology 
to help identify the nature of this intermediary role, and have found that what we seek to 
know, the “missing link” lies inside a void somewhere between our Eurocentric selves and 
our antipodean ego.  This may contain the real identity or the essence of Australia but a post 
modern reading of the landscape renders this knowledge inaccessible and unknowable, lost 
somewhere inside the void. 

Whilst eighteenth and nineteenth century explorers and artists may have thought they 
were able to discover this true essence, in a contemporary post modern world we are 
acutely aware that any assertion of a unified essence of identity is a chimera and a fantasy.  
Rather we are faced with conflict and political struggle.  The following chapter continues to 
interrogate the artist’s relationship with the land by examining the response of contemporary 
artists in relation to post modern landscape.   It proposes a Žižekian approach to social 
politics and interrogates the feasibility of a functional social system based on equality in a 
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country whose cultural politics are informed by difference, struggle and conflict between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.  It is because these issues are so important, 
I have chosen to focus on the sublime.  An appreciation of Tillers’ debates is crucial to an 
understanding of the contemporary social climate in the Northern Territory.
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Chapter 3 

The sublime and contemporary cultural politics   

With the advent of post modernism, issues around cultural identity and intercultural relations 
have emerged to the forefront globally and are vitally important to Australia. In this chapter I 
focus on the prominent Australian artist Imants Tillers against a background of contemporary 
sublime theory of socio political ideologies emerging in the eighties and prevailing in current 
debate.  This debate, whilst grounded in the cultural politics of the 1980s, is reinforced by 
Tillers’ 2006 retrospective exhibition held at the National Gallery of Australia, and is finding 
continued representation amongst contemporary artists in the Northern Territory, including 
Therese Ritchie, discussed in the following chapter.  The debate around socio cultural politics 
is also prevalent in art discourse, as we see in the recent writings of Rex Butler and Slavoj 
Žižek.1   

Faced with the cultural conflict of post modern Australian society, artists and art theorists 
have responded in various ways. The contemporary artist is not only white, but is now 
also Indigenous, and we find lively and crucial debate between cultures.  Whilst the artist 
is an important intermediary, I argue for the incommensurability between the two cultures.  
Drawing on Žižekian analysis, I suggest that ongoing tension and conflict reflect the 
contingent nature of identity itself.2  Ironically, the elusive nature of a unified society between 
Indigenous and non Indigenous Australians maintains vibrant and necessary debate.  

In the work of Tillers and his contemporaries post modern concepts of the sublime emerge 
as a type of negation which is based on a continuing critique of society and culture. This 
negation promotes heterogeneity and also a state of optimal dissensus.  It does not lead 
towards a resolution, but radical openness. The dissensus also creates a sublime object, 
discussed in chapter 2 in relation to Žižekian analysis. The relationship between the sublime 
object and the scapegoat is crucial to my studio practice.  The scapegoat is represented by 
Simplicissimus, the fool, both wise and ignorant.  I contend the sublime object is somewhat 
like a scapegoat on to which we project our own social deficiencies.  I further suggest that in 
the Northern Territory this object embodies symptoms of a social fantasy polarised between 
empathy and negativity towards Indigenous culture.  

Imants Tillers was at the forefront of Australian art in the 1970s conceptual art.  He remains 
one of Australia’s most prominent artists, and has been represented through a number of 
key exhibitions and collections, including the Venice Biennale3 and the National Gallery of 
Australia.4 Tillers migrated from Latvia as a young child and initially trained as an architect. 
Most notable in Tillers’ work is his use of multiple canvas boards to create one large work, 
with each board numbered separately.  Tillers’ initial experiments with canvas boards took 
place in 1981.5 This idea is an adaptation from the French poet Mallarmé’s Book of Power 
and suggests that the system of canvas boards is analogous to pages, chapters and 
subsections of a book.6 Tillers used canvas boards for a range of reasons, both practical 
and theoretical.  This system allows for thousands of forms to intermingle, creating images 
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which transcend the intentionality of the artist who created them.   It also allows for very large 
works to be produced by arranging many small scale paintings into one endless work, open 
to recombination and recycling and later, reappropriation.  At the same time Tillers creates an 
interweaving of under images and surface images from a range of sources, both local and 
distant, which metaphorically reveals “a world beyond our common sense of reality”.7  

Tillers also led the post modern appropriation of text and image from European and 
Australian sources, both Indigenous and non Indigenous.8    Appropriation originated in 
America as a post modern strategy in the 1970s,  but here in Australia it has been used for 
political statement, and as a way to describe culture as a constant repetition of ideas and 
images with no original source, a “mise en abyme”, an authorial infinite regress.9  Tillers has 
borrowed images from a great number of sources, including Caspar David Friedrich and 
Eugene von Guerard, as well as traditional Indigenous artists Michael Nelson Jagamarra 
and Emily Kam Ngwarray.10 Tillers’ 2006 exhibition at the National Gallery of Australia, One 
World, Many Visions, provides an outstanding overview of recent and early works.  His 
concurrent inclusion in the 2006 Sydney Biennale is evidence of his continued significance in 
the Australian art world.  

Identity politics between Indigenous and non Indigenous cultures are the subject of Tillers’ 
landmark essay, Locality Fails. This essay was written in 1982, at a time when Indigenous 
cultural politics was at the forefront of public debate in terms of land rights and when the 
Indigenous art market began to generate phenomenal success.  Locality Fails explores the 
possibility of a true essence of Australian identity, as one made up of universal commonalities 
and threads of cultural convergence.11  Tillers explains in his essay that distinctions 
between Indigenous and non Indigenous art are becoming “blurred” as “more contemporary 
advantages are being extracted from an association with ‘Aboriginality’.  ‘Aboriginality’ takes 
on a more ubiquitous quality no longer the exclusive domain of ‘black’ aborigines”.12   In order 
to achieve this unity, Tillers uses the analogy of quantum physics, [Bell’s Theorem] to argue 
that art in one place can affect that made in another, seemingly unconnected place.  In this 
way, Tillers asserts the impossibility of a distinctively local Australian art, because its location 
would always fail.13

Many of Tillers’ works appropriate from Indigenous, European and Australian colonial 
sources. I will begin by examining Tillers’ 1985 remake of Eugene von Guerard’s North-
east View from the Northern Top of Mount Koscuisko into a work entitled 1985, Mount 
Analogue14 (Fig.6).   Whilst the original painting becomes a post modern work, the reading 
of the eighteenth century sublime remains evident in Tillers’ remake. Mt Analogue, as with 
many of Tillers’ works, is broken up into many small, slightly disjunctive canvas boards, often 
enlarged many times over.  The slight misregistration of canvas boards allows the image to 
disintegrate into something different and enables a new post modern reading. 
 
The title of the work is taken from one of Tillers’ favourite books, René Daumal’s twentieth 
century novel, Mount Analogue.  Daumal’s novel deals with the merging of fact and fiction, 
and plays with the fantasy existence of this mountain which Tillers depicts as von Guerard’s 
Mt Kosciusko.15  I borrow this idea of a fantasy landscape in my studio work, using George 
French Angas’ Valley of the Adelaide River, discussed in the following chapter.  Referring 
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Figure 6
Imants Tillers, Mount Analogue, 1985
oil, oilstick and synthetic polymer paint
165 canvasboards, nos 7416-580
279.0x571.0cm
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia, <http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/TILLERS/Default.
cfm?MnuID=4>

Figure 7
Imants Tillers, Nature Speaks (Kosciuszko), 1999
synthetic polymer paint, gouache
16 canvas boards, nos 65324-39
101.6x142.2cm
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia, <http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/TILLERS/Default.
cfm?MnuID=4>
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to the mountain, Daumal says “the door to the invisible must remain visible”.16  I contend, 
this is an interpretation of the void, or the missing link, represented by the vast expanse 
between the figure and the mountain.  This unknowable thing must remain visible in some 
way for humankind to continue to pursue its existence and struggle.   Notably, the work 
draws on the colonial sublime, and in the context of colonisation, we might also extrapolate 
that the struggle is between knowing one’s own culture and making a connection with one’s 
antipodean other; seeking the true essence of the artist’s adopted home.  Tillers, a Latvian 
migrant, deals with such identity issues in much of his work.17  

Nature Speaks (Kosciuszko) 1999 (Fig. 7), is another example of appropriation and of the 
sublime, in which Tillers borrows Caspar David Friedrich’s Traveller Looking over a Sea of 
Fog.  This work uses Friedrich’s silhouette image of a traveller gazing towards a non-existent 
horizon.  Ironically, the word “horizon” is emblazoned across the painting, alluding to the fact 
that typically, in traditional Aboriginal painting, there is no horizon.18  The land is often known 
and seen as a map, rather than as a perspectival space.19  This work is combining a sense 
of the colonial romantic sublime with the post modern condition of disparate identities and 
cultural conflict.  It seems that Tillers uses these images to evoke the sublime, and in the 
case of Friedrich’s “traveller”, the figure in Nature Speaks(Kosciuszko) represents “man’s 
yearning for the infinite and his perpetual separation from it”.20   This painting hints that Tillers 
realises he will never identify the true essence of Aboriginality, particularly since in his own 
words, “the new sense of Aboriginality evades definition and even enunciation”.21  In some 
ways this might be interpreted as a growing sense of humility and greater awareness of the 
Indigenous viewpoint on Tillers’ part.

A key work in the debate of the sublime in post modernism and the issue of appropriation 
is Tillers’ 1985 painting, The Nine Shots22 (Fig 8), which he appropriates from German neo 
expressionist, Georg Baselitz and also from Warlpiri artist, Michael Nelson Jagamarra, who 
was “instrumental in producing the current recognition of Indigenous artists from traditional 
tribal backgrounds as contemporary artists”.23 The Nine Shots shows a man who appears 
as a tragic figure, the target of nine gun shots.  At the same time the target is made up of 
concentric circles and dots appropriated from Jagamarra.24 Tillers did not seek permission 
to use Jagamarra’s images until later, as part of a collaborative process initiated by Tillers.25 

This process of appropriation from an Indigenous artist raised a number of issues at the 
time, and generated heated debate amongst contemporary artists including Juan Davila 
and urban Aboriginal artist Gordon Bennett which continues today.   The figure is spread 
across 91 canvas boards, each piece slightly disjunctive.  I contend this dishevelled figure 
appears as a sublime object of Indigenous ideology in a white society intent on depleting and 
exploiting Indigenous culture.  This figure might be read as the white migrant who continues 
to colonise after the wave of migration post world war II, similar to Baseltiz’ post holocaust 
‘fallen men’ who descend into barbarianism in the Nazi period.26  We might ask, could this 
figure be described as an expression of European guilt?  Does this melancholy European 
figure have to be removed in order for Indigenous culture to survive, and for the white race to 
be absolved of guilt?  

One of Tillers’ key critics is the significant urban Indigenous artist, Gordon Bennett. As 
discussed by Australian anthropologist Howard Morphy, Bennett’s paintings “draw complex 
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Figure 8
Imants Tillers, The Nine Shots , 1985
synthetic polymer paint, oilstick
91 canvas boards, nos 7215-7305
330.0x226.0cm
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia, <http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/
TILLERS/Default.cfm?MnuID=4>

Figure 9
Imants Tillers, Terra Incognita , 2005
synthetic polymer paint, gouache
288 canvas boards, nos 71982-429
304.8.0x853.4cm
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia, <http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/TILLERS/Default.
cfm?MnuID=4>



33

analogies between the world as captured through art and the colonial domination of 
Aborigines”.27 In an interview with theorist Chris McAuliffe, Bennett explains his intention 
is “to communicate to these people that the way they have been taught to see the world, 
and to see Aborigines, is not God-given.  It’s not absolute; it’s relative.  There are different 
ways of seeing things”.28 Rex Butler says of Bennett’s work that it “speaks of his own painful 
encounters with the racism of white Australians”.29   The significance of Bennett’s work 
lies in its appropriation of colonial white images to subvert the colonial gaze, still dominant 
today.  As a riposte to Tillers’ The Nine Shots Bennett created The Nine Ricochets30.  This 
work highlights the cultural conflict created through Tillers’ appropriation of Indigenous art, 
which enjoyed a meteoric rise in the eighties.  In this work, Bennett uses one of Tillers’ 
appropriations of Latvian imagery, which symbolises his ethnic heritage, as a means of 
criticising Tillers’ appropriation of Indigenous art and culture. .  

Tillers’ more recent work, Terra Incognita 200531 (Fig.9), continues to appropriate from 
traditional Indigenous artists, in this case from one of Australia’s most prominent traditional 
artists, Emily Kam Ngwarray. The image borrows Emily Kam Ngwarray’s Big Yam Dreaming 
1995, with long white sinuous threads of yam vines interlaced across a large black 
background.  Tillers appropriates these threads into a highly aesthetic golden interlacing of 
lines which might be read as waves of Indigenous people arriving, or waves of European 
invasion.  Morphy suggests that the work can also be read as the European imaginary, 
the sunburnt country, or it could also suggest the unity of Aboriginal Australia32, which I 
would argue is a fantasy.   Morphy explores Tillers’ appropriation of Indigenous art and the 
collaborative efforts of Tillers with Indigenous artists, namely Michael Jagamara Nelson, 
and goes on to cite examples of similarities and synergies between non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous artists.  He tells us “the most important way forward in deepening understanding 
of the diversity of world art is to break out of culture-bound categories and look at the 
relationships between artists’ work in terms of their practice and intentionality,…viewing art 
more broadly as a means of acting in the world”. 33 In this way, I would suggest, Tillers’ work 
becomes a futile effort to bridge the gap and to find the missing link in a fantasy world of 
perfect heterogeneity.  

As discussed, Tillers’ work in dealing with cultural politics by nature has attracted a great 
deal of debate, both positive and negative.  Juan Davila, in his 1987 essay Aboriginality: 
A Lugubrious Game?34, reviews the works of Tillers, as well as Tim Johnson and James 
Simon.  For the purposes of this exegesis I will focus on Tillers only.  In this essay, Davila 
argues that these artists are “symptomatic of a wider cultural problem, and that the artists 
select specific works with Indigenous content, or directly appropriate Indigenous art in order 
to “patch together the illusion of a reconciled society”.35  This, according to Davila, “makes 
the wilderness bend to the will of the rational, which makes a commodity of the romantic aura 
of the savage, the wild and the outcast”.  Davila goes on to say that in this way,   painting 
is being used as a sublime venture to reconquer the white man’s imaginary landscape, to 
endorse the ‘art of white Aborigines’.  But nothing has changed, for it is still only looting 
from the dream it censors”.36   Despite all good intentions, in my view any appropriation of 
Indigenous art, including Tillers’ appropriation, to some extent takes advantage of Indigenous 
culture.  
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Australian art critic Sebastian Smee, writes, Tillers has “narrowed his repertoire…above all 
[to] landscape, or a sense of place, and Aboriginality”.37   Smee describes Tillers’ cultural 
politics as “rather less than dazzling”, lost in an “art-historical, socio political fog”.38 In my 
view, Smee’s comments are perhaps valid today.  However it remains, despite the criticism 
aimed against Tillers, that his groundbreaking earlier work in creating debate between 
cultures opened up a horizon of dissensus in cultural politics, necessary to ensure ongoing 
debate which endures today.  

In this chapter I have examined the work of Tillers, his supporters and his critics, including 
Gordon Bennett and Juan Davila.  Whilst Tillers speaks of a convergence and universal 
concepts between Indigenous and non Indigenous artists, Bennett argues white artists must 
avoid appropriation of Indigenous culture. Davila says that appropriation of Aboriginal art 
is a sublime venture into white man’s imaginary world, and we, the white arts practitioners, 
are looting from the dream we censor.39  In my opinion Tillers’ work raises many contentious 
issues as Davila and others have pointed out.  White excursions onto the terrain of Aboriginal 
representation are highly problematic.  They are however also necessary to “make possible 
some rapprochement”.40 The problem with Tillers’ work is that the assumption is made that 
the structure of our society is able to repair itself.   Society can revisit the past and repair 
colonial race relations.   This is simply not possible. What we must do, is to continue to 
engage in debate, looking towards a future horizon of optimal dissensus as a means of 
rapprochement.

The following chapter examines the impact of post modern concepts of the sublime on the 
Northern Territory in a contemporary context through a detailed analysis of my studio practice 
in relation to the issues discussed in this exegesis.  It also makes reference to the work 
of local digital artist and graphic designer, Therese Ritchie and her response to the social 
politics between Indigenous and non Indigenous people. 
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Chapter 4   

Post modern concepts of the sublime in the 
Northern Territory 

The growing interest in the Northern Territory is evidenced in the Sounds of the Sky1 

exhibition, curated in 2006 by Daena Murray at the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 
Territory.  The exhibition highlighted the long history of landscape painting in the Northern 
Territory from colonial artists Thomas Baines, William Westall and George French Angas to 
modernist artists Laurence Daws and Sidney Nolan, onto the artists camps in the 1970s with 
Frank Hodgkinson and finally ending with a range of contemporary artists including abstract 
painter Peter Adsett who collaborated with Indigenous artist Rusty Peters, and emerging 
artist Therese Ritchie, whose social commentary reflects post modern concepts of the 
sublime.  However, whilst the contribution of all these artists is significant, with the exception 
of Ritchie’s practice and to a lesser extent, Peter Adsett, their work does not strongly reflect 
an association with contemporary social concerns and the sublime ideology of cultural 
politics and will therefore not be the focus of this chapter.

The focus of this exegesis is concepts of the sublime in post modern society.  As I have 
argued, post modern society no longer enables us to find consensus, and denies the 
possibility of a Eurocentric position.  For this reason I draw on techniques used by Tillers 
as discussed in chapter 3.  I use a technique of multi layered printing, appropriation of 
images and texts from European and Australian sources expressive of my own background.   
However, whilst there are many similarities with Tillers, it is important that my work be 
seen as a departure from Tillers.  I distance myself from his cultural ideologies and his 
appropriation of Indigenous art. Unlike Tillers, I have lived and worked alongside Indigenous 
artists in an Indigenous community for extended periods of time.  My studio practice as a 
contemporary landscape artist has been influenced by my experiences living and working 
as an artist in Kakadu National Park and in West Arnhem Land.  Rather than appropriating 
Indigenous work, I become directly involved with many of the artists in community issues.  I 
have worked as an art tutor and as an arts facilitator in Indigenous community art centres, 
coordinated and curated Indigenous art projects and have also participated in an artist camp 
in Kakadu National Park as the only non Indigenous artist.  Whilst I now live on the outskirts 
of Darwin, I continue to work with Indigenous artists, particularly from Kakadu.  These 
experiences have helped me clarify my own connection to the land.  Observing the irrefutable 
connection to land of the Indigenous people through their culture has led me to explore 
my own cultural heritage, and to attempt to define my identity.  Rather than seek to identify 
myself as belonging to another culture, I have learned that it is in accepting my own heritage 
that I begin to understand my place in the land.  In my studio work, in some ways similar 
to Tillers, this has involved questioning my European heritage, my perceptions of culture 
and my Eurocentric gaze on the landscape.  The sublime response I initially experienced 
in the Kakadu landscape has over time become mitigated by an increasing appreciation 
of Indigenous culture in an increasingly globalised world.  What I at first understood as a 
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binary opposition between Indigenous and non Indigenous culture, I now see as a multitude 
of voices which must all be heard.  I do not believe Australian society can be accurately 
represented by any one identity or voice. I attempt to clarify my position by raising questions 
about exploration, identity and social politics and drawing on Žižekian sociological ideology.  
I suggest through the void in the centre of my imaginary landscapes that there is a missing 
link which is infinitely attractive, and which promises to reveal our antipodean other, but 
unlike Tillers, I maintain it is imperative this other remain unknowable.  The instability caused 
through this lack ironically provides a situation of optimal dissensus and heterogeneity which 
is crucial to continued debate between Indigenous and non Indigenous cultures. 

In my work I use a combination of printmaking, drawing and painting.  Australian 
contemporary printmaker, Neil Emmerson, my studio supervisor for one year, introduced me 
to the relief printing technique I currently use, and has also been influential in my interest 
in the sublime.  Post modern representations of the landscape I examined include painter 
Imants Tillers and Australian printmaker artist Bea Maddock.  Maddock’s techniques in 
printmaking inspired me to experiment with a combination of imagery and text using a 
range of reproductive technologies including digital manipulation, repetitive layering and 
the application of transparent layers of ink to suggest strata of atmosphere across time 
and space.  Of particular interest is Maddock’s series of 51 drawings, From Terra Spiritus, 
completed between 1993-8.  This deals with the subject of landscape, language, and loss 
of the Aborigines of Tasmania.2 Terra Spiritus, with the use of ochres and the subject matter 
of Indigenous culture using text is reminiscent of my interests when I first arrived in Kakadu 
National Park.  

The technique of printmaking is particularly relevant, as it enables me to imply we live 
in a global society which is built on the “mechanics of reproduction” and has now come 
to rely on digital reproduction and communication.  I also borrow Tillers’ method of using 
imagery from other cultures and periods of time.  I repeat the same landscape and figures 
in a number of different works with the intention of questioning historical specificity, thus 
enabling a new reading of the original work.   I am therefore able to propose alternative 
meanings to otherwise pre-determined signifiers.  As German philosopher Walter Benjamin 
explains, “even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its 
presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be”.3  Like 
Tillers I too, by dramatically enlarging the scale of the original colonial artwork, intend to 
create a new work in which the “new spatial orientation enables different ways of reading 
that are paradoxically both further away and more present”.4   The use of multiple panels 
enables me to create small grabs of an overall landscape and break it down into subtly 
shifting components. I aim to suggest that the landscape as a metaphor for colonial culture 
presents as seemingly unified, yet it remains slightly disjunctive.  There are also practicalities 
of producing work in panels, which enable me to easily store and transport a very large 
work.  Printmaking on such a large scale also requires large equipment which at this point is 
unavailable to me, although I do intend to explore further possibilities.

The use of a colonial sublime landscape as a vehicle for my philosophy stems from personal 
experience, when I first visited Kakadu as a tourist and encountered what was typically a 
Kantian sublime moment in the landscape.  This was also the beginning of my futile journey 
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to unite with my own antipodean other.  I am swimming in pristine waterholes surrounded 
by palms in a natural monsoon vine forest, with a gentle waterfall cascading over my body.  
Above me is the mighty escarpment, and I feel like I am in the middle of nowhere but in 
fact am with a tour guide and safe in that knowledge.  It seems to be a common experience 
with tourists and is almost a cliché for white engagement with Indigenous society.  We are 
captivated by the land and culture to the point that it becomes an exotic object of fetishism, or 
again, a cliché for a culture we wish we could be part of.  

Like Tillers I am of European descent.  But whereas Tillers arrived as a young child, I was 
born in Australia of German and Polish migrant parents but spent much of my secondary 
and tertiary education in Austria.  Thus German imagery and literature play an important 
role in my work.   It was during this time I became familiar with German literature and 
travelled through Europe, also visiting many of the established public art institutions.  My 
educational background is in languages and in visual arts.  Through my German education, 
I became familiar with the literature and images I have sourced for my current work.  These 
include, among other select European works, sixteenth century German artist Albrecht 
Dürer’s Monstrous Sow of Landser5 ,  his Melancholia I, 15146 and author Hans Jakob 
Christoffel Grimmelshausen’s Simplicissimus, the main protagonist of The Adventurous 
Simplicissimus  (Fig.10).7  My German background is an issue I am investigating in terms of 
colonial heritage and global intercultural relations in order to integrate this part of my identity 
into the landscape of the Northern Territory.  The references I make are accordingly, but 
not coincidentally of German origin, including explorer and scientist Ludwig Leichhardt.  I 
spent much of my high school and university education in Austria, then later travelled the 
world through my work.   In many ways my art practice speaks of my personal experiences 
living in a globalised world.  In my studio practice I borrow images from Dürer in order to 
represent aspects of exploration and globalisation.  In parallel to the idea of Simplicissimus 
as a global traveller, during the 1490s, Dürer lived in Basel and Strasbourg where he 
worked as journeyman illustrator.8  One of Dürer’s most famous images, which I borrow 
only in terms of the associated ideas with exploration and globalisation, is his woodcut of 
a Rhinoceros.9 This image was based on sketches of an Indian rhinoceros imported to 
Lisbon from exploration by the Portuguese in India. It has been said of Dürer’s woodcut, 
despite the artist never having actually seen the animal, that “probably no animal picture 
has exerted such a profound influence on the arts”.10  Of particular relevance to me is the 
melancholic and foreboding aspect of colonisation, and therefore used as a key element 
in my studio work, is the Monstrous Sow of Landser, which I draw on to suggest elements 
of an impending doom, an evil omen11 in association with exploration and globalisation.  
Dürer’s Monstrous Sow of Landser (Fig.14) and Melancholia I (Fig.13) are used in my work 
to represent aspects of the sublime, the unknown, and the exotic/grotesque.  The image 
of the sow suggests a morbid interest in the unusual manifestation of nature.  Phenomena 
such as this in the sixteenth century were usually associated with obscure premonitions, 
unleashing fear and superstition.12  In my work I use the sow as a metaphor for the unknown 
forces of colonisation and globalisation, creating instability through the constant influx of new 
phenomena, and unleashing a sense of the unknown and apprehension.  The image of the 
bat in Dürer’s Melancholia I is an allegorical winged figure which symbolizes the first state 
of melancholy.13 In a colonial context, Dürer and the subject of melancholy is also discussed 
by Ian McLean, who tells us that Dürer’s melancholia is not Satan’s sign [as we see in the 
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Faustian image of Simplicissimus], but is the promise of redemption.14  McLean discusses 
the issue of melancholy and redemption through colonisation at length, which, while relevant 
to my work, cannot be covered in this exegesis.  I aim to suggest through Dürer’s images 
that redemption from the past wrong doings of colonisation, even today, is sought, but not 
achieved. 

In one sense I am still seeking my antipodean other.  This search for me is embodied in 
the fictitious character of Simplicissimus.  Grimmelshausen’s novel explores the impact 
of war and social conditioning on the lives of Simplicissimus and his contemporaries.  I 
use Simplicissimus as a figure in some ways parallel to myself, who traverses history and 
geography. Simplicissimus also represents aspects of my German self, aspects of migration 
and settlement, but also aspects of the coloniser from another era who travels the world in 
search of enlightenment and redemption.  In this regard he represents my inherited guilt 
whilst acting as a narrator to express my voice on cultural issues.  These are major concerns 
and warrant continued discussion in a broader context.  As such this body of work is only 
the beginning of my own journey into my identity in a global / local context. This Faustian 
chimera creature travels the world in search of redemption, and finding no joy, in the end 
turns to God.  In this sense Simplicissimus might be likened to Caspar David Friedrich’s 
traveller, Eugene von Guerard’s explorer and Imants Tillers’ photographer figure in Mt 
Analogue. In my imaginary landscapes he stands for the split ego in search of his antipodean 
self, and in the end, we are dismayed to find that his search has proven futile.  At the 
conclusion of his journey, he states, “But when I came, after my sainted father’s death, into 
the great world, then was I simple-minded and pure, upright and honest, truthful, humble, 
modest, temperate, chaste, shame-faced, pious and religious, but soon became malicious, 
false, treacherous, proud, restless, and above all altogether godless, all which vices I did 
learn without a teacher”.15  Perhaps Simplicissimus, after his worldly travels, has looked into 
the void between cultures and countries, and has come face to face with the terror and pain 
of conflict in our society.  

The interpretation of the sublime differs according to the colour of the landscape, as 
the titles suggest: Sublime Territory, Sacred Territory and Melancholy Territory.  These 
colours, respectively gold, magenta and umber are society: our conscience, our fears, our 
weaknesses, our deception and our aspirations.  Sublime Territory is the utopian seduction 
of the landscape, the feminine, the beautiful, our aspirations, our hope but also temptation.  
Sacred Territory is the spiritual but also deception.  Magenta, the colour of the cardinals, has 
a dark underside.  Magenta is the secret, negative pleasure we gain from our purportedly 
moral judgements.  Magenta shifts into pulses of red, blood red, but still innocent pink, the 
tender flush of a child’s cheeks.  Magenta is passion, crime, blood, spilt memories, tension, 
anguish, dishonesty, fraud, embezzlement, massacre, genocide.  Melancholy Territory is the 
trope of guilt, but also the pleasure of claiming virgin territory.  Melancholy is the dark depths 
of our conscience.  Melancholy is also the fear we harbour about ourselves.  Melancholy is 
the overwhelming force of nature, dark, brooding, depthless, engulfing, suffocating, terrifying 
in its power to seduce us into the abyss.  The source of my colour selection references 
three key areas of art theory.  The white and golden ochre tones relate to the idea of the 
virgin, or the sublime as the “principal aesthetic trope of exploration...The sublime pacifies 
the unknown or newly discovered by making it an empty, silent ahistorical space, a virgin 



41

Figure 12
Ludwig Leichhardt, Excerpt from Journal of an Overland Expedition in Australia, 1845
Courtesy Leichhardt, L 1813-1848, Field book used by Dr. L. Leichhardt on the exploration 
journey from Moreton Bay to Port Essington, 1844-5.

Figure 10
Artist unknown, Der Abenteuerliche Simplicissimus, ca 1668
Engraving
Courtesy Grimmelshausen, HJC 1912, The Adventurous Simplicissimus, Frontispiece

Figure 11
George French Angas,  Valley of the Adelaide River, 1864
drawing : pencil and wash
10.0 x 15.9 cm.
Courtesy National Library of Australia, <http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-an2856708-v>.
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Figure 13
Albrecht Dürer, Melancholia I, 1514 
Engraving
24.0 x 18.5 cm
Courtesy<http://www.glyphs.com/art/durer/melan.jpg>

Figure 14
Albrecht Dürer, The Monstrous Sow of Landser, 1496
Engraving
12.0 x 127.0 cm
Courtesy<http://www.artrenewal.org/asp/database/image.
asp?id=16913>
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stage ready to be occupied.”16  The magenta stems from the idea of Red Lily, the name 
commonly associated with the lotus lily in Kakadu National Park.  Drawing on the origins of 
Hippocratic medicine, umber and the darker tones are associated with descriptions of black 
bile, melancholic decline, earth and swine. The connection with melancholy and colonisation 
is also discussed at length by Ian McLean.17   These meanings may not be readily apparent in 
the visual works, and despite art historical references, also remain subjective. Any prescribed 
interpretation is therefore neither possible nor desired. Instead I invite the viewer to piece 
together their own narrative using the colours as prompts to draw on their own histories.  

My intention is for the landscape to become a shifting, timeless, indeterminate place, a 
mirror of post modern society and identity.  Whilst the landscape image in my work is based 
on George French Angas’, 1845 painting, Valley of the Adelaide River (Fig.11), it is only a 
fantasy.  Indeed the artist himself was reportedly never there.  Nevertheless, it locates my 
work close to the Kakadu region, where I live.  I use this colonial landscape as a backdrop for 
a philosophical enquiry into the Kantian sublime experience, on one level, and on the other, 
to show that from a post modern perspective, our romantic view of the landscape presents 
the unpresentable as something unknowable, within which we endlessly seek to reunite 
with some sense of lost self.   It is important that this colonial landscape be read as a post 
modern subversion of the colonial invasion.  The perspectival space and the void is a key 
element.  Similar to Earle’s Wentworth Falls, the void represents the unpresentable, the gap 
which contains the unknowable missing link.  As discussed in relation to Žižek, the sublime 
void is located in the vanishing point in the valley of the escarpment. Like Earle’s Wentworth 
Falls, it seduces the viewer into the work, just as the explorer is enticed into the land.  This is 
intended to be both a romantic, but also slightly uncomfortable moment.  

Over this landscape and interwoven between the layers is a journal entry from German 
explorer Ludwig Leichhardt, screen printed in the original handwriting.  

The valley of the upper East Alligator R. which I rather should call goose River (for 
nowhere we observed so many geese - and the alligators what is called Alligator, is 
no alligator but a Crocodile) - is one of the most romantick spots, I have seen in my 
wanderings. A broad valley, level, with the most luxuriant verdure; abrupt hills and 
ranges, rising everywhere along its East and Westside and closing it apparently at its 
southern extremity; lagoons forming fine sheets of water, scattered over it; a creek, 
though with saltwater winding through it.18  (Fig.12)

Leichhardt’s journals provide a direct reference to the landscape in the Northern Territory, 
written during the romantic period in the nineteenth century.  Leichhardt’s identity in the 
Northern Territory shifts from hero status to the romantic traveller to a scientist who set out 
to learn, understand and respect the country and its Indigenous inhabitants.   Reflecting 
the influences of the time, Leichhardt’s journals romanticised the landscape, but they also 
provided a great deal of factual evidence of Indigenous culture and country.  December 8th, 
1845 in the East Alligator River region in what is now the border to Kakadu National Park 
and West Arnhem Land, Leichhardt writes of the local Indigenous inhabitants as “the most 
confiding, intelligent, inquisitive natives I had ever met before”.19  In my work, Leichhardt 
represents the global traveller, similar in some ways to Simplicissimus and to myself.  He 
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romanticises the landscape and sees an eighteenth century sublime of “luxuriant verdure” 
and lagoons with “fine sheets of water”, as I first did as a tourist in Kakadu National Park.   

Whereas Tillers argues for a universalising of experience that “locality fails”, my work insists 
upon the importance of the local context.20  Digital artist and graphic designer, Therese 
Ritchie, is another artist working in the local context.  Ritchie’s work is evidence of the social 
struggle between non Indigenous and Indigenous cultures, as we see in her 2004 exhibition 
entitled Ship of Fools.21   Like myself, Ritchie is essentially working in the genre of landscape, 
specifically Darwin, Northern Territory.  She describes this city as a site “where an infectious 
front-line trauma eats into the sense of community and faith, whilst inspiring a raw emotional 
language that has defied political reasoning, government policy, projection or aspiration”.22  
The Indigenous portraits and landscape scenes, drawn both from colonial and contemporary 
sources, create a juxtaposition of cultures and social conflict.  Concepts of the sublime 
experience in Ritchie’s work are immediately apparent and confronting.  They challenge 
the viewer to reflect on the social makeup of the Northern Territory by using confronting 
images of pain and suffering.  The concepts of the sublime experience in my work differ 
somewhat in that it aims to subtly seduce the viewer and invite debate by providing clues to a 
broader philosophical question on globalisation and colonisation.  One of the key messages 
in Ritchie’s work is that Indigenous people are victims of white settlement, and her work 
compels white culture to make reparations.  I do not aim to suggest our society is based on 
a binary opposition of victim versus perpetrator, however I do personally struggle with the 
issue of my Eurocentric heritage and associated guilt, as discussed by Žižek.23   This idea of 
Eurocentricity and indifference is effectively played out in Ritchie’s images of the Australian 
gothic of suburban white families and their latent pathologies, including their indifference 
to pain and suffering, or even the pleasure in observing death, as can be seen in the 2004 
print, Short Grass People 5.24  Ritchie also borrows images from the past which conjure 
similar ideas of Eurocentricity, as evident in her composite digital image of Pieter Bruegel’s 
sixteenth century, The Magpie on the Gallows.  The gallows is an eerie echo of a violent past 
set against a backdrop of an ocean of paradise, the Arafura Sea.  In this work we see both 
beauty and despair co-existing.  I do concur with Ritchie’s lamentation that living in harmony 
in the Northern Territory requires us to embrace the conflicting parts within our community 
and within ourselves, managing the paradox as creatively and consistently as possible. 25

Over the two years of my studies towards my Master of Visual Arts, I have produced a series 
of large scale pieces built up over time as multilayered works using multiple printmaking 
techniques, drawing and painting. The final exhibition, in two rooms, examines two key 
themes: first the Northern Territory sublime landscape based on images drawn from the 
colonial past of the Northern Territory and second: portraits of chimera creatures who 
inhabit the land, arising from my personal connection with German art and literature. The 
combination of the two takes place in a post modern contemporary context.   The works 
(Figs. 15-25) are divided into the themes as discussed, sublime, melancholy and sacred.  
The landscape works are each 168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm) in size, produced 
using drawing, painting and relief printing on magnani pescia paper. The portrait works are 
each 168x152cm (6 panels, each 56x76cm), using the same technique. 

In this chapter I have provided an overview of the studio practice component of my Master 
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of Visual Arts. I have examined post modern concepts of the sublime and how they deal 
with aspects of cultural politics through a subversion of the colonial past and integration of 
chimera travellers who represent the good and evil in society.  Through this approach my 
aim is to show how the missing link and the gap between cultures must remain in order for 
society to retain its optimal dissensus and continued debate.  I draw parallels between the 
work of Imants Tillers and myself, but more importantly, I show how I depart from Tillers.    
Like Tillers, and Ritchie, for me the landscape remains a site of contemporary debate on 
relations between Indigenous and non Indigenous culture.  Following Žižek however, I 
argue that it is impossible to find a true Australian identity through Indigenous culture which 
represents all Indigenous and non Indigenous people.  We must rather look to the future 
towards a horizon of optimal dissensus.  The sublime in the Northern Territory landscape, as 
a metaphor for society, paradoxically reveals endless instabilities and therefore challenges 
us to seek equilibrium by embracing difference, rather than seeking convergence.   Ironically, 
the true identity of Australia must remain hidden in the void between cultures in order to 
maintain who we are and who we are not.
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Figure 15
Caroline Rannersberger, Sublime Simplicissima, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x152cm (6 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 16
Caroline Rannersberger, Sublime Monstrous Sow with Bat, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x152cm (6 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 18
Caroline Rannersberger, Sublime Territory II, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger

Figure 17
Caroline Rannersberger, Sublime Territory I, 2005
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 19
Caroline Rannersberger, Melancholy Territory I, 2005
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger

Figure 20
Caroline Rannersberger, Melancholy Territory II, 2005
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 21
Caroline Rannersberger, Sacred Territory II, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger

Figure 22
Caroline Rannersberger,  Sacred Territory I,2005
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x380cm (15 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger



52

Figure 23
Caroline Rannersberger, Sacred Monstrous Sow with Bat, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x152cm (6 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 24
Caroline Rannersberger, Sacred Simplicissima with Monstrous Sow, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x152cm (6 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 25
Caroline Rannersberger, Sacred Simplicissimus with Monstrous Sow, 2006
relief and screen printing, watercolour and drawing on magnani pescia paper
168x152cm (6 panels, each 56x76cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Conclusion 

In this exegesis I have examined the work of key colonial artists, post modern artists and 
the philosophies of the Kantian and post modern concepts of the sublime.   My work takes 
the issue of social politics further, in that I reside in the Northern Territory and am faced 
every day with cultural issues.  I do not wish to romanticise the Indigenous culture, nor 
do I wish to represent Australia as one harmonious culture.  In the end, my work plays 
with guilt, but it also describes the good and evil of our society as inherent in maintaining 
some sort of equilibrium.  This is attempted through the use of historical imagery including 
Simplicissimus as both a chaste, but also evil figure set against a backdrop of a seemingly 
beautiful colonial landscape subtly alluding to the violence of invasion through exploration.  
In the contemporary practice of many artists, the landscape has become a site for inquiry 
into social instability.  What we are led to believe in the initial Kantian experience of the 
sublime becomes a parody of the real.  What we believed to be a spiritual paradise becomes 
a paradise of sadness.  The thought of the real, which we only ever experience in our 
imagination, becomes the kernel of trauma in our new homeland we hope to be adopted into.  

My research brings together my findings from my exegesis and my studio practice.  
I began with a number of questions stemming from my experience as a landscape painter 
in Kakadu National Park on Indigenous land. What does the sublime experience in the 
landscape mean to a middle class white European artist? What socio cultural implications 
are there in engaging with the landscape?  How are these issues represented through post 
modern concepts of the sublime? The answers to these questions are much more complex 
than the questions themselves suggest.  As a non Indigenous artist, I have found there are a 
vast number of issues associated with painting the Indigenous landscape and representing 
the socio cultural context of the Northern Territory.  Rather than provide answers therefore, 
drawing on Žižek, I have suggested that we must look towards the future with many more 
questions about social intercultural relations.  The past of colonial invasion cannot be 
undone, and the contemporary landscape must represent a horizon of dissensus where all 
voices are heard and acknowledged, across a void between one sense of reality and the 
other.  

In this exegesis I have examined in depth the ideas of the eighteenth century sublime and 
post modern concepts of the sublime through the writings of Immanuel Kant, Jacques 
Lacan, Slavoj Žižek and in an Australian context, Rex Butler, with additional reference to 
Ian McLean and Bernard Smith.  I have examined key works by Australian colonial artists 
Augustus Earle, Eugene von Guerard and German painter, Caspar David Friedrich.  This has 
shown the colonial sublime reflects sentiments of the eighteenth century Kantian sublime, 
the awe before nature we cannot comprehend.  In a post modern reading applying French 
philosopher Jacques Lacan, this has shown that the artist yearns to connect to his elusive 
antipodean other. Through Lacanian analysis I have explored the possibility that Eugene von 
Guerard and Augustus Earle may have also influenced the Eurocentric view by attempting to 
connect to their antipodean self in the landscape.  
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Tillers’ work has reinforced the idea of white culture yearning to find the identity of Australia.  
His work has also shown that the debate on Indigenous cultural politics is a lively and 
necessary one which continues to the present moment.  The sublime in Tillers’ work 
suggests Indigenous culture is the sublime object of Australian landscape and society.  For 
Tillers, ideas of identity are crucial to understanding the role of landscape in Australian 
art.  Aboriginal culture is the real essence of Australia, but Tillers struggles to represent it 
convincingly.  In reading Žižek we understand struggle between cultures is imperative for all 
voices to be heard and sustained.

My research has shown that the response of myself, a non Indigenous artist to the Australian 
landscape has incorporated elements of the sublime; a mixture of the eighteenth century 
Kantian sublime, a longing to connect to the other, greater power represented in the awe 
inspiring landscape of Kakadu National Park, coupled with an inability to comprehend what 
we see.  My research has also shown, through an understanding of post modern concepts of 
the sublime, that this connection to the land is represented as the yearning to connect to the 
imaginary antipodean other, to unite our split ego and become whole.  But in a global world 
characterised by multiplicity and instability, we find this is impossible, and the true essence of 
the land remains unknowable.   I have found through an analysis of Tillers and to a degree, 
Northern Territory artist, Ritchie, that there are issues in representing Indigenous culture.  We 
either attempt to know the culture and bring it together with white culture, identifying areas 
of convergence, as Tillers does, or, as in the case with Ritchie, we emphasise our guilt and 
issues around morality.  A post modern analysis of the sublime politics of ideology in Australia 
between Indigenous and non Indigenous cultures reveals the fantasy of a scapegoat, 
or a sublime object as the manifestation of society’s tensions and conflict.  However, 
most significantly, we learn that this conflict leads to a horizon of dissensus.  In turn, this 
dissensus creates optimal conditions for ongoing crucial debate between Indigenous and non 
Indigenous cultures.  This debate must remain in order to enable stability in what essentially 
is an unstable society.

In closing, I emphasise the need for ongoing debate between cultures, and most importantly, 
for white culture to listen and respect Indigenous culture, their knowledge, their rights and 
their power.  Equally, the dissensus created in bridging the gap between cultures must 
remain in place for stability to exist in the instability and multiplicity of the globalised world of 
intercultural relations.
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Work in progress

The following pieces are being developed as part of my ongoing inquiry into the sublime  
and society in the Northern Territory.  I plan to combine painting with printmaking techniques 
in order to create a portraiture collection based on the chimera creatures who inhabit my 
imaginary landscape.

Figure 26
Caroline Rannersberger, Sublime Society, 2006-
screen printing on canvas; in progress
51.0x204cm (4 panels, each 51x51cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Cannon Hill Project

The following pieces were developed as part of a national ABC television documentary 
filmed on site at Cannon Hill, in Kakadu National Park, April 2006.  The documentary, entiled 
Painting Australia, has not yet been televised, but at the time of writing, is in the final post 
production stages.  Further information will be available following the screening.

Figure 27
Caroline Rannersberger, Cannon Hill; panel 5 of 12, 2006
Drawing, watercolour, screen printing, relief printing on paper
38.0x56.0cm
Photo Caroline Rannersberger

Figure 28
Caroline Rannersberger, Cannon Hill, 2006
Drawing, watercolour, screen printing, relief printing on paper
114.0x224cm (12 panels each 38x56cm)
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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Figure 30
Caroline Rannersberger, East Alligator River Report, 2006
relief ink hand rolled on magnani pescia paper
38.0x40.0cm
Photo Caroline Rannersberger

Figure 29
Caroline Rannersberger, Luxuriant East Alligator River, 2006
relief ink hand rolled on magnani pescia paper
38.0x40.0cm
Photo Caroline Rannersberger
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