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Abstract 

The kitsch is evidenced in the dressed-up termite mounds that occur along the 

highways of Australia’s tropical north as a uniquely humorous yet disarming 

experience for those who travel the northern highways of Australia. This practice-

led research in painting and installations is inspired by this experience and 

addressed several questions concerning the concepts of humour as they pertain 

to the psyche of the population of this tropical north. Through analysis of the 

theories of the grotesque by theorists – notably Frances Connelly, Justin Edwards 

and Rune Graulund – I arrived at the conclusion that a grotesque humour 

underlies these mounds. Through analysis of the theories of kitsch in the writings 

of Susan Sontag and Tomas Kulka and others, I arrived at the further conclusion 

that this humour is associated with the kitsch. My invented term Kitschgrotesque 

encompasses the ambiguities and fluidities of kitsch and grotesque. Further, in 

my practice and exegesis, kitschgrotesque explores a unique humour in the 

tropical north that has relationships to the grotesque uncanny and abject This 

exegesis further demonstrates that there is a strong element of kitschgrotesque 

in the work of other Australian artists, particularly of the Northern Territory. 

In my work the usage of kitsch imagery is combined with a dark humour, which 

attempts to arrive at a more complex and intense view, in contradiction to the 

transparency and negative values normally associated with kitsch. To do so has 

involved a playfulness within the materiality of paint and analyses of grotesque 

ambiguities applied to colour and imagery to interpret kitschgrotesque humour 

pictorially. 
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My original response to these public art pieces was an appropriation of the 

imagery and the subsequent installation of the paintings in five various settings 

explored notions of the kitschgrotesque in situ.  
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Introduction 

This PhD visual arts project was initiated by my observations of a phenomenon 

that I had first noticed occurring along the highways of Northern Australia. In 

many parts of the tropical north and the ‘Top End’ there are large termite mounds 

(sometimes called ant-hills) built onto the landscape that have been dressed or 

decorated. These dressed-up termite mounds are unique to Northern Australia 

and are truly iconic visual references of this landscape, shown in art, literature, 

cinema and the tourism iconography of the region. There are many discrete 

termite species in this region and accordingly there are mounds built in many 

shapes and sizes, further, the diverse termite species have shaped the savannah 

woodlands of the tropical north (Woinarsky et al. 2007). Some of the mounds 

have been decorated with human clothing and other bright, mass-manufactured 

materials. The visual result of many of these ‘dressings’ is eye-catching and 

strange. Often shapes that defied ideas of ‘humanness’ were pressed into 

discarded clothing, provoking humour and obvious sight gags invited by the form, 

but also recalling the deeply uncanny nature of the non-human and the monstrous 

(Edwards & Graulund 2013). 

 As a driver or passenger moving through a relatively unknown landscape, I could 

not tell whether the dressed mounds had been created by locals or visitors. 

Therefore, the feeling I had on initially approaching these strange mounds was 

one of alienation and misperception: that you are not privy to the ‘real story’ 

behind why these roadside art pieces exist. Added to this, there is always the 

deeply uncanny thought as well that the art pieces before you are not even human 

– that this is at best a strange collaboration between the human and insect world 



2 

 

that throws confusion at how we even think about art and creation. Most of the 

termite mounds that are dressed have rounded heads that are in effect a 

collaboration between the insects and the dressers who amplify the imagining of 

a human head by additions and incisions. In analysing the ambiguities in this 

strange collaboration, I investigated theories of the imagined body by theorists 

such as James Elkins and Giles Deleuze. Giles Deleuze (2008, p.15) discusses 

the distinction between a body and figure in that the figure does not have a face 

but it does have a head. The additions, particularly to the head, add to the 

figurative element to establish the imagined grotesque body.  

The highways I have surveyed in this project pass through Aboriginal lands, 

pastoral lands, Commonwealth lands and even Defence Force exclusion zones 

(see Fig.01). While I respect and acknowledge the Indigenous title to these lands, 

this work seeks answers to other aspects of a cultural phenomenon. Appearing 

on the margins or the verges of the highways, there are often few clues as to why 

particular mounds have been decorated. Any of the stakeholders within this 

landscape may have contributed to the dressing of the mounds, and the limited 

response to research has shown that some mounds on private lands are indeed 

dressed by some of the residents of that land. Although I found no evidence of 

direct Indigenous involvement, it is likely to have occurred alongside participation 

from a range of cultural groups.  

Across this project, I documented many mounds as research for my oil paintings 

that were making uncomplicated jokes and visual puns, often about local drinking 

culture (sometimes, with beer and liquor bottles jammed into ‘heads’) or else sex, 

with the use of termite mounds that evoked sexual positions, or exaggerated 
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sexual parts, sometimes accentuated by the addition of male and female 

underwear. Also humorous were those that used incongruous and kitsch outfits, 

with souvenir clothing such as T-shirts and hats, and other objects such as plastic 

figurines and carnival style masks. Most employed an irreverent humour and 

seemed to be ‘taking the piss’ (an Australian colloquialism that means to mock or 

to take liberties at the expense of others), whether that was an effigy of a known 

person, authority or else a sporting rivalry. 

In contrast, a very different tone was set by the mounds that were dressed in work 

uniforms such as High-Vis worker’s clothing, miner’s hats, and many other 

examples. Other mounds seemed to attempt to convey more serious political 

messages through this local eye-catching medium, with some dressed in slogan 

T-shirts with political messages ranging from land rights to the problem of 

domestic violence. Added to this was the more sombre idea attached to the 

concept of the memorial. Potentially some of these dressed-up termite mounds 

had been created to honour someone who had passed away. Along the roadsides 

where the mounds are situated there are many burnt out and abandoned cars, 

which seems to connote perhaps road accident or roadside trauma.  

Based on these observations and ensuing explorations of the topic, the research 

questions for my project became:  

• What is the nature of the humour underlying the dressed-up termite mounds 

of northern Australia? 
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• How can I paint to convey the humour of the termite mound art – a humour 

that I have identified as present both in the northern psyche and in other 

artists’ work? 

• How can my project draw upon these notions of the grotesque and the kitsch, 

and respond originally to the public art pieces on the highway to contemplate 

and draw out their subversive ideas? 

The thesis resulting from my research and practice is as follows: The 

phenomenon of dressed termite mounds represents an aspect of north Australian 

humour which can be interpreted through a painting style I call the 

‘kitschgrotesque’. Through a contemporary analysis of kitsch and the grotesque, 

as research, which informs my art practice, I show that there is a kitschgrotesque 

humour that underpins my enquiry, and that the aesthetics of kitsch in a post-

modern era can transcend the commonly held view that kitsch is an anathema to 

high art through the qualities of playfulness and humour. 

Studio practice and installation of works as research comprised a substantial 

proportion of this project; the production of a final exhibition/installation and 

support folio makes 60% of assessable component with 40% exegetical content. 

Terminology related to theoretical underpinnings. 

Kitsch 

The online Oxford English Dictionary (2018) defines kitsch as being ‘art, objects 

or design considered to be in poor taste because of excessive garishness or 

sentimentality, but sometimes appreciated in an ironic or knowing way’. The 

online OED (2018) defines grotesque as ‘comically or repulsively ugly or 
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distorted’ and further ‘incongruous or inappropriate to a shocking degree’. The 

kitsch is not normally associated with ambiguity and complexity which, along with 

humorous transgression and subversion, are more symptomatic of the grotesque. 

However, Anthony Merino has suggested in an exhibition of contemporary art 

that combines both the grotesque and the kitsch that they both serve one function 

through opposite methods, that of:  

…subverting the norm. The grotesque takes a heat gun to the 

veneer of civility we put on reality and strips it away. This process 

renders the nasty, uncomfortable, and harsh nature of the human 

condition bare. Kitsch layers reality with veneers until it depicts only 

the shadowy and polished sentiment of reality (Merino, 2015, p.1). 

Grotesque 

The idea of the grotesque can be defined in a number of ways. While the 

etymology of the word grotesque derives from the Italian 'grotto', from the Latin 

for cave or crypt, it is also possible that it derives from the 'wildly formed, 

irregularly shaped, boldly odd images' found in cave-like rooms in ancient Roman 

buildings (Harpham 2006). The Italians labelled such pictures 'pittura grottesca', 

as from where they came from rather than their relationship to such a space, 

leading to the common modern understanding of the term as mis-formed, ugly, 

unusual and/or unnatural. The term possibly derived via the French 'grottoesque' 

and even such unattractive objects as the waterspouts on Gothic cathedrals 

designed to scare away evil spirits from the holy place (and equally to protect it 

from water damage) are referred to as 'Grotesques’ (Harpham 2006).  
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Essentially, the evolution of the word grotesque ultimately became an expression 

to indicate ambiguously strange, unsettling or monstrous, but it must be noted 

that it has a history of mutability that is reflective and pertinent to each age. 

Frances Connelly (2003), Geoffrey Harpham (2006), Justin Edwards and Rune 

Graulund (2013) describe the grotesque as shapeless and mutable, and taking 

on new expressions as culture evolves. It is never consistent enough to hold a 

lasting definition. 

As the natural form of the termite mound is over-layered with a cloth veneer as a 

termite mound is decorated, the effect evokes both the frightening and the funny 

in a strange combination. This is grotesque humour on the verge of darkness, 

through an imagined monstrous and alien “other” quality, combined with abject 

and uncanny overtones.  

Abject 

The online OED (2018) describes one of the primary meanings of the abject as:  

of a person or their behaviour completely without pride or dignity; 

self-abasing.  

It is this definition in its connection to the self-abasement of the body that has 

relevance to Julia Kristeva’s theories on the abject. 

Julia Kristeva (1982, pp.12,13,54) relates our reaction of horror to the initial 

breakdown in identification between the self and the other. She charts the 

psychosexual development in a subject, particularly from a maternal and feminine 

perspective, bringing an abject meaning between the separation of mother and 
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child and thus quotes the moment of birth as being the primary separation and 

the initial trauma of the abject. In the sense that the abject involves rejection, self-

abasement and separation, the ‘other’ and perhaps foreignness is emphasised. 

A theme that I identify in the mounds in chapter one. Christine Ross (2003) argues 

that contemporary art has returned to the abject body in expression of a 

contemporary grotesque in the sense that contemporary visual art incorporates 

bodily estrangement and the feminine monstrous (Ross, 2003 p.281). I maintain 

that the dressers of the mounds tap into this sense of the imagined monstrous 

body and the abjection of the monstrous ‘other’. Significantly, most mounds are 

perceived as feminine by the dressers, which is evidenced mainly by the high 

proportion of feminine apparel. 

Through Timothy Morton’s writings on abjection chiefly in Ecology without Nature 

(2007) and Dark Ecology (2016), I locate an abject humour in our era of post 

modernity. Morton has described a universal abject quality that pervades 

humanity’s current condition in the Anthropocene1 within Hyper-objects. The 

proposed Anthropocene epoch dates from the commencement of significant 

human impact on the Earth's geology and ecosystems. Although a geological 

term, it has become a term that is linked to climate change and the subsequent 

catastrophic consequences. Paul Crutzen (2006) used the term extensively in his 

discussions on the destructive nature of modern chemical usage and thus it has 

had a negative connotation from the outset. Morton maintains that hyperobjects, 

or objects that are both caused and are yet part of humanity, are so enormous 

                                                           

1 The Oxford English Dictionary accepted the term Anthropocene in 2014. It is now considered a 
term that links geology with humanity and has been adapted to describe the current age. 
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and influencing that we can no longer encompass or see directly, but see them 

only obliquely; objects such as global warming and radiation (Morton, 2016), 

whereby, he says “Human artefacts such as politics, art and philosophy are now 

directly affected by these entities” (Morton 2012, p.40) – an effect that creates an 

abject nihilism in humanity. Max Oelschlaeger (2014, p.239) extends the use of 

the term Anthropocene to include it as a term of art in his linking of the arts with 

‘deep ecological consciousness’. The arts he sees as the ‘seed bed’ of deep 

ecological thinking as an antidote to such nihilism. The use of artistic work to 

create a sensitivity in the audience whereby the use of the beautiful aesthetic and 

as I maintain, humour, can promote a depressing and apocalyptic subject as 

something to be contemplated, and perhaps transform human understanding. In 

other words, not to evade or to see obliquely but see directly. This is a view 

supported by Lucy Lippard (2014, p.170) in which painting can be an effective 

tool to imagining a new view of the future – “an imagined landscape”.  

Like Morton, I see the formless shifting quality of the abject and grotesque 

underpinning an imperfect viewing of the hyper-object. I explore the ambiguous 

readings of the abjection of the Anthropocene with uncanny and the humorous 

kitschgrotesque combinations in my work under Apocalyptic humour, wherein the 

geological reference of the Anthropocene underpins the qualities and changes 

evidenced in the earth of the mounds themselves.  

Uncanny humour 

The uncanny (Das Unheimlich or unhomely) according to Freud (1919), is a 

feeling of unease or fright at an experience that produces doubt in the perception 
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of a thing, especially if that thing is unworldly or weird. The uncanny could be a 

point of uncertainty in the mind as to whether an object is living or inanimate. 

Drawing upon Freud’s concept of the uncanny, together with discussions of the 

humour underlying the uncanny by theorists James Elkins and Julia Kristeva, I 

demonstrate through my research and practice the combination of the uncanny 

and abject humour. My investigation is based upon the perception of the uncanny 

as being linked to concepts of grotesque humour and the abject. According to 

responses in interviews and the web blog this uncertainty occurs when initially 

viewing the anthills in a peripheral manner whilst driving down the highway: at a 

certain distance there are times when these dressed anthills appear as real 

people, producing in the viewer on closer examination a feeling of disquieting 

strangeness.  

The alienation and misapprehension when initially seeing the dressed-up 

mounds suggest the confusion of the familiar yet unfamiliar dialectic of the 

uncanny other. Julia Kristeva (2002) argues that the other or ‘foreigner’ is 

contained within ourselves, hence the uncanny recognition of ourselves in the 

other. Moreover, she argues that the uncanny has a connection with the abject in 

that both have a commonality in ‘foreignness’; the foreigner is often subject to the 

abjection of rejection and ostracism. In the recognition of ourselves as being 

potentially present in the other (as in the mound) there is a resultant embarrassed 

humour in viewing the absurdity and incongruity of these dressed-up mounds that 

is self-reflexive. 
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Other central ideas that will be examined include the carnivalesque grotesque 

and humour as these are themes that have become apparent to me as the 

research progressed.  In chapter one I examine Australian humour. 

Carnivalesque 

Carnivalesque was a term coined by Michael Bakhtin (1998) to describe a festive 

form of celebration that disrupts and subverts social hierarchies involving reversal 

or inversion of society’s value systems. Within subversion he maintains that the 

gratification of bodily desires becomes a major focus of the festive. The 

carnivalesque connection to the grotesque is discussed by Frances Connelly 

(2012, p.8), wherein she describes the term carnivalesque grotesque in relation 

to the grotesque exaggeration in caricature and the transgressive function of the 

carnivalesque in the “upending of hierarchies and social conventions”. In line with 

Bakhtin’s subversion and disruption of social hierarchies the carnivalesque 

grotesque uses comedy and satire. I explore this concept to develop a notion of 

humour that relates to bodily gratification and functions. The transgressive nature 

involved in carnivalesque grotesque was also applied to the humour of ‘piss 

taking’ and subversive humour within the northern Australian context and further, 

has a relationship to the tasteless humour of the kitsch which Greenberg (1969) 

argues is symptomatic of the humour of the masses. 

Humour 

Communications theorist John Meyer (2006) suggests that there are three main 

types of humour, and although they are individually discrete, they may involve 

aspects of the others. The first theory suggests that humour provides a physical 



11 

 

and psychological release of tension. Secondly, the superiority theory posits that 

humour can come from an overcoming or triumph, or a sense of victory, and thus 

be cathartic. Thirdly, there is the incongruity theory which is stated as “the singling 

out of violations of a rationally learned path” (Meyer, 2006, p.310). Put simply, 

incongruous humour involves the unexpected and surprising arising within a 

normal pattern. It also links to Kant’s view of incongruity of the element of the 

absurd being inexplicable (Kant 1790). Humour is also perceived at the moment 

of realisation of an incongruity between a concept involved in a situation and the 

real objects thought to be in some relation to the concept, a point here being that 

a difference is noted as being remarkable but remains benign (Bergsen, 1956). 

Incongruity humour is evidenced by the startling effect, or the absurdity, of the 

imposition of brightly coloured clothing and objects onto an otherwise natural 

object (as in the termite mounds) in a seemingly pristine roadside environment. 

The effect, although startling, has a certain charm and is certainly not threatening, 

although some allude to darker emotions (as in Fig. 1.7) but are nevertheless, to 

my mind, amusing.  

Humour in the identification of animal likenesses in conjunction with human-like 

forms also appears in some of the mounds. Often both ‘images’ appear together 

in the same mound – thus a sense of the animal is visually bound up with the 

human. Further, the confusion between the natural forms made by insects (the 

termites themselves) and what is modified and added to by dressers is provoked 

by this weird collaboration between animal and human. The connection between 

the grotesque and the humorous in bodily form and in the termite mounds is 

obvious. There is also a comic aspect in the desire to clothe the ‘nakedness’ of 
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the mounds or at least to cover (or reveal) those parts that have been deemed 

sexual.  

These terms have been developed as central to explaining theories linked to my 

exploration. 

Road Method 

Having decided on this theme, the kitschgrotesque, as an interest described 

earlier, I needed to conduct data collection, which was to map out the kinds of 

dressed-up termite mounds that appeared along the major highways where such 

termite mounds can be found. To do this, across a three-year period (from the 

beginning of 2015 to the beginning of 2018) I undertook eleven road trips along 

the three major highways of the outback tropical north, the Stuart Highway, the 

Barkly Highway and the Victoria Highway, recording both in photography and 

video the dressed-up mounds. I conducted three or four road trips a year in 

varying seasons and varying periods ranging from a few days to two or three 

weeks. 
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Fig. 0.1: Map of Northern Australia showing the three major highways. Image Google.  

The photographs and videos gathered during these road trips form an extensive 

archival reference of some hundreds of images that I draw upon as I sometimes 

add paint to the photographs to make further images that express the materiality 

within painting processes, enabling me to draw out the humour of the 

kitschgrotesque and to work out how to upscale to the paintings.  

Doing this enabled me to see the key ways that the termite mounds seemed to 

be dressed, the trends and the types of jokes and messages that were 

disseminated along the highways. In this sense, I was performing a semiotic 

analysis akin to Eco’s (1976) theory of sign production or discovering meanings 

within signs, which I applied to the visual images of these termite mounds, 

although by doing so I was unable to ascertain some of the reasons and 

motivations behind these sartorial choices. 

To respond to these deeper cultural reasons, I looked to find ways to find 

narratives about the creation stories of the termite mounds. To this end, a second 

component of my research method was to collect narratives about these dressed-

up termite mounds. To do this, I set up data collection points at the major stopping 

points along these lonely outback highways – literally, jars located in pubs, where 

locals/travellers could write down stories and put them inside. In accordance with 

CDU requirements I obtained ethics clearance to conduct interviews. I also set 

up an online webpage as a repository for the collection of termite mound stories 

(located at the web address www.ianhance.com). I was able to promote both the 

online and the physical collection points through a considered media campaign 

created at Charles Darwin University. This resulted in interviews for television, 

http://www.ianhance.com/
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radio and print media.  

This campaign also yielded public stories from a range of people who discovered 

my project. Most said that they were responding to the fact that there were 

dressed-up mounds and wished to make one themselves (something of a 

memetic occurrence). Others wanted to commemorate their journey. Many said 

they were bored and wanted to “liven up the place “and others dressed up the 

same mound periodically, either renewing clothing or establishing a different 

theme, such as dressing as Santa around Christmas. In the response to the web 

page inviting people to post their stories or reaction to the dressed-up mounds 

there appears evidence of a certain polarity; those who have an appreciation of 

and enjoy the humour of these roadside attractions and those who deplore them, 

chiefly because they feel that the interference with the mounds is disruptive to 

the ecology of the termites or the practice is mere littering. The latter feel that the 

materials disturb a pristine natural aesthetic. 

While I received a limited response, the images and stories I was able to gather 

at this stage were extremely useful as I developed my own readings of the 

dressed-up termite mounds for artistic interpretation using my chosen practice of 

oil paint on canvas. The decision to develop the images as oil paintings rather 

than photography or video enabled me to draw out ideas through experimental 

play discussed below. 

The methods described locate the project within the context of the north through 

references to place, qualities of season, times of day and my own poetic painterly 

interpretation of the visual image recorded in the field. In many paintings the 

landscape is abstracted by these various techniques and is related to my past 
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landscape painting discipline. Beyond the recording of the “figure” in the 

landscape I wanted to understand the cultural significance of these structures, 

and to then consider my own position as I interpreted meanings from them in the 

creation of my own artworks. My practice of oil painting on canvas follows 

concepts of heuristic play with the medium; a process of trial and error. Barbara 

Bolt (2007) discusses the form of knowledge that comes from material handling 

of paint and she expresses the process as “material thinking involves a particular 

responsiveness to or conjunction with the intelligence of materials and processes 

in practice. Material thinking is the logic of practice” (Bolt 2007, p.30). Thus, I see 

my project as practice-led research wherein the studio work came first and as 

Bolt quotes Martin Heidegger “…we come to know the world theoretically only 

after we come to understand it through handling” (Ibid p.30). 

My installations followed a similar approach: that is experimentation followed by 

reflection on the outcomes.  

Finally, Through the analysis of Morton’s Dark Ecology as it applies to my practice 

and my empathy with the philosophical thought behind it, I arrive at a similar 

conclusion. That is, through the analysis of play and the playful seriousness of 

painting, I can come to some deeper understanding of the motives (and humour) 

behind the dressing up of mounds and, by extension, my own appropriation of 

these ‘works’ into my own work. The elemental nature of play, according to 

Morton (2016), involves joy. Joy does not necessarily involve humour; however, 

it is through my enquiry into a playful application to kitsch that I arrive at humorous 

polyvalence or layering of meanings in my work. It is also through the nature of 

humour that I arrive at a deeper understanding of ambiguity in polyvalence via 
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the gaps in intention, intelligibility and Elkin’s (1993) feeling of meaning. Further, 

I maintain that there is indeed a grotesque humour in the psyche of the tropical 

north as evidenced in the dressed-up mounds and explored through my work that 

relates to the polyvalence of contemporary kitschgrotesque. 

 

Outline of exegesis 

To explore the results of my research, the exegesis is presented in three chapters 

after this brief overview of the origins and rationale of methods and contextual 

revue underpinning my practice-led research. Chapter One: titled Roadside 

Hunting and Gathering Rationale: Theoretical Underpinnings extends the 

rationale and theoretical framework by examining the concepts linked to the 

formless grotesque, namely the uncanny and the abject. I then locate the humour 

of the grotesque, including the dark humour of the abject and uncanny, from 

which I investigate the connections of humour to various transgressive properties. 

The concepts of the uncanny, abject, carnivalesque and formless grotesque are 

investigated as initial research into humour and lead into the final analysis of the 

work as kitschgrotesque. 

In Chapter Two titled: Envisioning the Art: Painting the Kitschgrotesque Humour, 

I demonstrate through my extensive studio practice the results of my research in 

painting. Through this painting I show how these themes can be visually 

expressed by the adaptation and appropriation of kitsch and grotesque imagery, 

becoming the kitschgrotesque. Embedded in the compositional structures of the 

paintings are my explorations into ambiguous usage of a quintessentially 



17 

 

Australian palette to explore humour through colour; exaggeration of forms 

through a range of painterly techniques including exaggerated contrasts of 

colour, light and temporality; and inversion and / or reversal of colour space, 

inversion and reversal of images, comic truncation and the use of a humorous 

“punctum” which I have adapted from Roland Barthe’s concept (1981).These are 

considered to be elements that partake of the kitschgrotesque. 

Chapter Two also includes an analysis of the works of other painters 

incorporating a kitsch aesthetic, both in the western tradition of painting and 

especially within the Australian context. Examining artists such as Ben Quilty and 

Juan Davila, I identify a kitschgrotesque style that is visible in a range of works. 

The Darwin based artists, Rob Brown and Franck Gohier, highlight a humour that 

underlies a grotesque kitsch relating to the north. Australia has had a long history 

of kitsch art and artefacts that is celebrated in works such as Barry Humphries’ 

Treasury of Australian Kitsch (1980), in which a distinct Australian humour is fore 

fronted.  I also briefly explore the ambiguous readings of the abjection of the 

Anthropocene with uncanny and humorous kitschgrotesque combinations in my 

work under Apocalyptic humour.  

 Chapter Three titled; From the Road to Studio to Exhibition/ Installation: 

Interconnecting discusses my research into the humorous grotesque and the 

kitsch grotesque in my installation practices to highlight the humour in 

kitschgrotesque. The installation of my paintings into alternative spaces rather 

than the normal gallery space further explores alternatives to the high art space 

typical of 20th century modernity by the subversion of gallery ‘privileged’ space 

to spaces that have a mass audience and wider public accessibility (Bishop 
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2016). My practice involves installations adopting the concept of Australian 

potlatch and its inherent good humour within an overarching enquiry into the 

grotesque as well as investigating the kitsch aspect of transgressing the ‘good 

taste’ of the white cube gallery space. Potlatch is an indigenous North American 

term for largesse and exaggerated gift giving that provided the giver social 

standing and prestige. The recipients would then be obliged to reciprocate in 

some way sometime later. Stephen Muecke & Carsten Wergin (2014) state that 

Australian potlatch has a different twist in that in the Australian outback reciprocity 

is not expected.  

I explore exhibiting in two white cube spaces and three alternative spaces. The 

final exhibition is held in a space that sits between the white cube and an 

alternative space.  

The three installations and the final exhibition in the Tanks Art Centre, Cairns, 

explored the notion of subversion of the norms of aesthetics regarding exhibition 

spaces, together with the alignment with the kitsch and grotesque with humour. 

This exegesis mimics the array of motifs and humour that can be applied to kitsch 

and should be seen in the spirit of the playfulness of the avant garde which flies 

in the face of Greenberg’s concept that the avant garde and kitsch are 

incompatible (Greenberg 1969). However, my writing attempts to arrive at a more 

complex and intense analysis of a subject that is often dismissed as superficial. 

The initial road trips were conducted with a sense of adventure and fun in the 

discovery of the thousands of dressed-up mounds despite the challenging nature 
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of extended travelling in the northern Australian outback; some of this feeling is 

expressed under Roadside Hunting and Gathering in Chapter One.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  

ROADSIDE HUNTING AND GATHERING:  

RATIONALE. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS 

Introduction 

The linking of the abject and uncanny was my initial honours research, wherein I 

investigated the expressions of the ambiguous and uncanny within the context of 

the marginal or periphery in the Darwin environs (Hance 2014). During the 

research other themes arose, particularly the connection of humour within the 

uncanny. The dressed-up mounds suggested grotesque images that embodied 

the uncanny and abject in a humorous way. As the dressed-up mounds are 

further afield than the closer Darwin environs, I undertook numerous road trips to 

investigate the possibility of using this imagery for my painting and installation 

practice. The painting art practice has been informed by extensive research using 

a number of methods: observation, surveys, interviews, web logs and extensive 

road-trips to photograph and document the mounds. There were also interviews 

with people encountered on the road, wayside stops and hotels. Follow-up road 

trips were conducted to retrieve material left in story jars and to leave flyers and 

posters to advertise the project. 

In this chapter I discuss procedures of the road trips and my methods of selection 

of images for my enquiry. Aspects of the grotesque are discussed in the 

challenging nature of the road trips, as well as the main vehicle used for the 

project. 
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Analysis of the theories underpinning the kitschgrotesque imagery follow; namely 

the abject and uncanny image and their linking to grotesque humour. 

In discussing the formless grotesque, I investigate the grotesque as a component 

of the psyche of the Top End and develop concepts of a unique humour that 

involves the scatological and the inversion within the carnivalesque grotesque as 

it applies to this milieu. 

To identify the nature of the humour inherent in the mounds I explore notions of 

transgressive humour under kitsch or camp. The overarching kitschgrotesque is 

discussed as the culmination of these enquiries. 

1.1 Hunting and gathering: procedures of the road trip – the go 

anywhere Suzi 

I conducted eleven road trips with a close friend as driver in his Suzuki Sierra. 

Although there is evidence gathered from interviews and postings on social media 

of extensive mound decoration on most roads of the north, I have restricted my 

project to the three major highways; the Stuart, Barkly and Victoria. I have done 

this chiefly because the nature of the north, with its flooding and harsh conditions, 

makes many of these remote roads impassable for much of the year, added to 

which the expense of such a large survey needed to be limited. The Suzuki Sierra 

was a crucial factor in the gathering of data and indeed in the way that data is 

collected. Some indication of these processes is related to provide some insights 

into the experience as in the journal entry for April 2015: 

An unbearably hot night; airless humidity and biting insects, sleep 

avoiding me as I think about the dressed-up termite mounds around 



23 

 

us, strangely humorous on such an uncomfortable night. Later 

miracles of miracles relief in the sudden drenching rain, bucketed 

down. Caught out on the ground we are now wet and hot. Road 

trains rushing past all night, strangely soporific in sleep as you 

become used to them, hearing them coming for kilometres with their 

up and down gear changes. In your subconscious or half-awake 

/asleep state you can anticipate them, so your sleep doesn’t get as 

broken as it does with the speeding cars that are upon you in an 

instant; waking you with a shock. Unlike the road trains that can be 

a sort of comforting presence rather like the anthills that are 

dressed-up- left by someone to give company to someone else? 

The grotesque and the abject thus are one in this setting, alongside 

the noise, biting insects, stench of road-kill, sweat and prickly heat 

that makes for a mixture that brings awareness back to the 

body/skin. Do people/travellers divest themselves of excess 

clothing that is perhaps not suitable for this climate, and put it on 

termite mounds? A sort of reaction to this visceral experience, and 

perhaps they borrow back clothing when the nights get to freezing 

which it can on dry season nights with their cold biting winds straight 

off the desert. 

The days; on the road again. With the welcome rush of air from the 

open windows (the air conditioner has never worked). Hot breath of 

the dog on my neck as she too gazes into the bush at the strange 

apparitions of the mounds. Spikes of interest in the ennui of travel. 

My travelling companion and chief driver, Keith and I stop to 

photograph/ record an anthill of interest, not just one in a cap or 

hardhat, but something more intriguing with incongruous and 

unexpected colour/fabric/artefacts/tools/helmets. Meanwhile black 

cockatoos make wistful, melancholic almost hoarse sounds – a high 

counterpoint to the roar of occasional traffic and road trains. The 

cockatoos appear as a perfect complement to the mounds with their 

strident sounds, and flashes of brilliance in their tails/tales. 



24 

 

The highways often seem to be contained in a claustrophobic way - an ironic 

feeling given the remote qualities of this enormous landscape - by the walls of 

green in the wet and by the yellow of grasses or charcoal of the burnt landscape 

in the dry. The anthills punctuate these walls in both seasons. The repetition of 

the road trips as research and the continuance of weekly use of this Stuart 

Highway has established my purlieu that has gone a long way to defining “where 

do I fit in?”. 

The Suzuki Sierra (1995 model) used is a basic four-wheel drive vehicle that has 

none of the luxuries of more modern vehicles. There is no air conditioning and no 

advanced computer technologies such as satellite navigation. It is also speed 

limited to about 80 kilometres per hour which is about 50 kilometers per hour 

slower than most other travellers. It does have extensive modifications such as 

an impressive bull-bar, an imposing set of Great Whites (which are LED lights of 

great luminosity) and larger than normal tyres. All these features inspire 

confidence and safety on the road trips. In one sense these and other 

modifications partake of the grotesque in the exaggeration of these features in 

comparison to the normal accessories of a car. Thus, the car stands out as an 

artefact that fits the concepts of the extraordinary road trips conducted so far. 

Most people being used to seeing the normal smaller compact Suzuki Sierra 

model find the sight of this vehicle certainly compelling (if not amusing) and larger 

than life (Fig. 1.1). 
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Fig.1.1: Suzuki Sierra (‘the Suzi’) as an advertisement for the project: Mindil Beach Markets, 

April 2016. Photograph Ian Hance. 

The slower speed of the Suzi was crucial to locate the ‘roadside attractions’, 

allowing sufficient time to find them and to slow down safely and pull off the 

highway to document them. This speed also allowed time to make a critical 

evaluation of the termite mounds in terms of their aesthetic and humorous 

attributes.  
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Theoretical underpinnings  

1.2:  The uncanny image 

Australian cultural theorists Ken Gelder and Jane Jacobs (1998 p.23) extend 

Freud’s initial description of the uncanny to Australia and the state of non-

indigenous Australians experiencing belonging and not belonging simultaneously 

as indigenous land rights are acknowledged. In their analysis of contemporary 

Aboriginal claims to sacred areas and the effect it has had on the national identity, 

they maintain that the nation’s image of itself now appears to be uncanny in that 

its familiar image has also become unfamiliar. I would argue that this aspect can 

also be the unfamiliar image within the familiar image of the mounds along the 

highway that passes through a landscape that is a combination of pastoral land 

and lands under native title. The strangeness of the decorated mounds is at odds 

not only with the pastoral use but also with indigenous concepts of land.  

Although the uncanny quality discussed by Gelder and Jacobs is Australia wide, 

I argue that due to the high visibility of indigenous concerns about land rights and 

high visibility of the Indigenous population in the north, the uncanny is a theme 

that affects many artists of the north explore. The major landmark agreements 

originated in the north, evidenced in the Mabo decision (1992) and Blue Mud Bay 

ruling (2008). Thus, it is a theme likely to be reflected in artist’s work, both 

indigenous and non-indigenous, that explores concepts of landscape and its 

political associations.  

Like other northern artists such as Rob Brown, Terese Richie and Frank Gohier, 

I have seized on this uncanny awareness of belonging yet not belonging to 
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underscore the strangeness and weird unsettling quality that can be expressed 

through grotesque and kitsch imagery. 

The uncanny can also be expressed as an uncanny likeness, especially to a face. 

People often desire to anthropomorphise or make out facial features or 

identifiable figures in the inanimate. Many of the mounds have attention drawn to 

‘facial features’ by emphasising the head, usually by including headwear or 

sunglasses. The humour inherent in the perceived facial features in the mounds 

can be likened to the ‘science’ of physiognomy. This was a European science 

developed in the 18th and 19th centuries which looked at the different structures 

of facial structures particularly during a period in western colonialisation where 

the observation of different racial physiognomies became a common experience 

(Elkins 1999).  

James Elkins (1999) states that the serious study of facial features into a science 

failed because it couldn’t suppress its unintended humour, because the 

nameable emotions were too codified and became caricature – in other words, 

that facial expressions were identified per a clichéd formula. However, as Elkins 

points out: “yet physiognomy remains central to figurative painting despite these 

differences because no one can entirely disbelieve that the face is a text for the 

soul” (Elkins 1999, p.75). Physiognomy in a sense is imposed on the mounds 

sometimes as etched or carved features of the face but more often through 

interpretation of the articles such as sunglasses, masks, hats, beer bottles and 

other articles that suggest the features of a face that have uncanny and funny 

references. 
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The uncanny resemblance is humorously underlined in an anecdote from a 

colleague travelling from Kununurra to Katherine: she stopped to photograph 

dressed-up mounds, but her camera cautioned through its portrait function “one 

or more people are closing their eyes” (J. Andrews, personal communication, 7 

March 2018). 

In analysing uncanny humour, Nicholas Royle (2003) emphasises a similar effect 

to caricature as exaggeration. In the uncanny effect of the double or 

doppelganger there is a sense of fun that is connected to the absurd and playful: 

“The uncanny is never far from something comic: humour, irony and laughter all 

have a genuinely ‘funny’ role in thinking about this topic” (Royle 2003 p.2). 

Expressions of this nature, and of caricature, are an intrinsic part of my imagery, 

particularly in the images that I developed as uncanny portraits.  

1.3 The abject image 

Alongside the uncanny linked to the mounds, there is an abject feeling caused by 

imposition of ill-fitting or lumpy clothing that deteriorates quickly. The humour 

perceived in the quirkiness and weird combinations of incongruous materials 

partakes of the strange other with abject overtones.  

I maintain that the abject other, in our gaze upon some of the termite mounds, 

can be imagined as an alienated grotesque corpulent person, especially when 

this quality is highlighted by a costume as in Fig. 1.2.  
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Fig.1.2: Dressed mound, Barkly Highway NT, July 2015. Photograph Ian Hance. 

The imagining or the projection of the other as in a termite mound ‘personage’ 

can produce not only humour but also a shudder that conveys the grotesque. 

There is in this disquieting grotesque a sense of the abject in accord with George 

Bataille’s (1991) idea of the dialectic of attraction/repulsion with horrific 

overtones: 

Bataille linked the abject with disgust: “Bataille was devising still 

another model of social cohesion under the rubric ‘Attraction and 

Repulsion’ for which what is taken to be the most forceful centripetal 

pull of society is a power not of attraction, but one of repulsion” 

(Krauss,1996, p.91). 

Bataille thus links the disgusting with a fascination within attraction/repulsion, a 

combination that is evident in many of the mounds. 

Rosalind Krauss (1996) in L’informe without Conclusion points out that Bataille’s 

concept of the abject precedes Kristeva’s concepts of the object and subject. Yet, 
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his writing describes the abject within society and links it to disgust and repulsion 

of the dehumanised other:  

… modern State systems that strip the labouring masses of their 

human dignity and reproduce them as dehumanized social waste 

(its dregs, its refuse) … they map the activity of abjection onto that 

of heterogeneity, which Bataille had developed elsewhere as 

another form of what a system cannot assimilate but must reject as 

excremental (Krauss, 1996, p.90). 

Abjectly rejected as excremental and disgusting; for Bataille disgust was a 

manifestation of what he called base materialism. Bataille’s matter/materials as 

Yves Alain-Bois has identified is “shit, laughter and obscene word or madness” 

(Cross 2006, p.32). Here he references not only the physically disgusting as 

abject but also social aspects of the human condition that defy classification. 

Within the abject there remains a dichotomy. Kristeva also links the abject, 

fascination and horror, and attraction and repulsion (Kristeva 1982). Both Bataille 

(1991) and Kristeva refer to the products of the body such as mucous as abjectly 

formless. Kristeva further describes the phenomenon of the abject as non-

respecting of the borders between the inside and outside of the body, 

demonstrated by the taboo of revealing the discharges of the internal body such 

as menstrual blood and shit that produces in us a reaction of disgust (Kristeva, 

1982). Similarly, Rosalind Krauss (1996) makes a connection of the formlessness 

of the abject and the grotesque in her discussion on Sartre’s viscieux or slimy, a 

condition of matter neither liquid nor solid that he analyses as being somewhere 

midway between the two. References to the body and to shit or a waste product 

are obvious in the mounds, particularly as the material itself, the so called “ant 
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bed” is an excremental substance. The reference is further amplified by abject 

imagery of decayed clothing and deterioration. 

The fact that the mounds are never static and are constantly changing (evolving 

or degenerating) like a body, and like the clothing that degenerates or is renewed, 

results in a grotesque sense of constantly shifting form. The formlessness of 

abject (and disgusting) materials as evidenced by the evolving and decaying 

mounds and their clothing continually in flux echoes the formless nature of the 

grotesque and is discussed below.  

The termite mounds, unlike the human body, show no obvious orifices. The ‘skin’ 

of the termite mound appears to be intact unless damaged; any wound or damage 

to the skin of the mound is immediately repaired by the termites. On the other 

hand, similar to the human body, the inside of the mound suggests a living 

organism despite being made up of countless insects. The ‘skin’ brings into sharp 

relief the dialectics of the hidden inside and the visible outside. The structure of 

most mounds shows deep folds or recesses within the overall heavily textured 

surface which allude to internal cavities. There is a feeling of the taboo or horror 

at looking at the inside of a human body that is both uncanny and abject (Elkins 

1999). Similarly, the abject, uncanny and grotesque can be evoked upon seeing 

broken termite mounds with their decaying clothing. I have also observed that 

termites incorporate the clothing into their ‘skin ’over time, adding further to abject 

and grotesque imagery as in Fig.1.3. The skin of the decaying stained and fading 

clothing and diverse materials, as well as the aging skin of old defunct mounds, 

appears abject and can produce simultaneous reactions of disgust and its 

opposite humorous attraction. 



32 

 

 

Fig. 1.3: Dressed mound with ‘growths’. Barkly Highway NT, December 2017.  

Photograph Ian Hance.  

 

1.4: The formless grotesque  

David Summers in Modern Art and the Grotesque argues that part of the reason 

the grotesque refuses to be accurately defined is that it appears always to be in 

a state of becoming, stating “transformations are never completed” (Summers, 

2009, p.24). The grotesque connection to the uncertainty and mutability of 

memory and the artist’s imagination, or phantasia, contrasts with the rationalist 

position of nature; highlighted as he quotes Montaigne on Horace “so many 

chimeras and imaginary monsters, without order or plan…. changes according to 

whim …. grotesque retains a certain light whimsicality” (Ibid, p.25). 
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The whimsical is evanescent and unpredictable, part of the reason that grotesque 

is considered multifaceted yet ultimately formless. The whimsical is a strong 

element in both the dressing of mounds and my interpretation of them into my 

practice.  

Rosalind Krauss (1996) describes how notions of the abject can relate to the 

formlessness of the grotesque in the example of the formless ‘slimy’ abject 

discussed above. The unsettling or disquieting uncanny has also become linked 

to the formless grotesque and the abject. Edwards and Graulund (2013) state 

that: 

The grotesque and the uncanny both reflect an ambiguity that 

relates to an interior condition and can produce a range of 

responses, from alienation and estrangement to terror and laughter. 

The grotesque has the power to move from the material world into 

the uncanny realm of mystery through its experience of 

disorientation, bewilderment, confusion and bafflement. (Edwards 

and Graulund, 2013, pp.5&6).  

 

In short, this theory underpins a linking of the interior abjection, ambiguous 

uncanny and formless grotesque that underpins my material practice. 

Like Francis Bacon’s sense of the full ‘catastrophe’ in his attitude to making art, 

Daniel Mafe (2009) has also expressed an uncertainty and confusion about how 

to proceed, or how to assess what has been done. Thus, there are always a 

sense of new beginnings, becomings or a ‘contrivance of starts’. The principle of 

uncertainty similarly finds expression in the grotesque in that, as grotesque 

theorist Geoffrey Galt Harpham (2006) points out, the grotesque by its very nature 
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is formless and ambiguous and therefore resists certainty. The grotesque sits in 

the between spaces of opposites (as expressed again in Francis Bacon’s works). 

As Deleuze (2008, p.16) puts it, “it is as a zone of undecidability”, whereby there 

is ambiguity in Bacon’s figures between what is animal and what is human 

resulting in a strange grotesque formlessness.  

 In an age that, of the 21st century, has been described as the ‘Anthropocene’ 

(OED, 2014), wherein the grotesque has arguably become the norm as “the world 

is upside down” (Carroll, 2003), it has been increasingly difficult to give 

description to the contemporary or postmodern grotesque. Thus, it appears to be 

lacking a distinct form and continually shifting. Frances Connelly (2003) claims 

that once the grotesque becomes the norm, the grotesque is no longer a relevant 

notion. Brian Crews (2010), in his paper on Martin Amis and the postmodern 

grotesque, maintains that the norm is now grotesque and argues that in a 

grotesque age, notions of the grotesque are irrelevant.  

On the other hand, Bataille had suggested that concepts of the grotesque are key 

to understanding the world in that all forms in nature are in part inherently 

monstrous, essentially repulsive and the universe formless or, in other words, its 

form everchanging (Hoving 2003). More recently, Pamela Kort (2003) reinforces 

the evolving and everchanging quality of the grotesque by her argument that the 

modern grotesque has become increasingly connected to the comic and quotes 

such writers as Charles Baudillaire and Friedrich Theodor Vischer, the latter 

states, “that the grotesque was nothing less than a new form of the fantastic 

comic” (Kort ,2003, p.267). The connection of the formless grotesque and humour 
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underpins my methodology in painting as well as investigation into the 

underpinning of the grotesque in the humour of the northern psyche. 

The Grotesque as a component of the psyche of the Top End 2 

Drawing on theorist Frances Connelly’s (2012) assertions of the grotesque 

denying the existence of any fixed or absolute truths, and Edwards and 

Graulund’s (2013) theories of a post-colonial and global grotesque, I will outline 

some of the unique traits of the Top End’s psyche that appear to incorporate the 

grotesque that underpins my assertion of a unique grotesque humour. 

Section 118 of Australia’s Constitution, which requires that “Full faith and credit 

shall be given, throughout the Commonwealth to the laws, the public Acts and 

records, and the judicial proceedings of every State” (2013, p.43) makes no 

reference to the laws of the territories. As a territory of the Commonwealth, the 

Northern Territory remains subject to the almost unlimited power of the 

Commonwealth under section 122 of the Constitution (1900). Territorians today 

possess ‘rights’ only by the grace of the Commonwealth; these rights carry no 

constitutional protection and can be removed or changed at any time 

(Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act ,1900). The uncertainty of what are 

the rights of Territorians and the uncertainty of points of law that are taken for 

granted within the states of Australia, which are not a given in law in the Northern 

Territory, make for a certain ambiguity or, put another way a “lack of fixed or 

                                                           

2  The term Top End refers to the country north of 16o07’ E near Larrimah, including 
Arnhem Land. 
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absolute truths” in law. This ambiguity can lead to individual speculations as to 

proper procedures within the judiciary and the government. 

It is therefore not surprising that consultations with the public as to development 

and local laws seem to be at times lacking. I mention this particularly to point out 

that the Territory can appear to be still a frontier and retain an air of wildness and 

a feeling of exaggeration which partakes of the grotesque. The grotesque nature 

of excess and lawlessness is seen symbolically every day in the numerous 

abandoned and burnt-out cars that litter the Stuart and other highways of the Top 

End, as well as the proliferation of unofficial signage and other ‘roadside 

attractions’ (including the dressed mounds) mentioned above. Mickey Dewar 

(1997) in her historical study of the psyche of the Northern Territory cites many 

writers in the north who base their narratives on the idea of frontier and wild 

behaviors: 

The Northern Territory, as writers stress, is a place where values are inverted. 

In John Bryson’s Territory, the innocent are found guilty, the godless are 

spiritual and the police conspire to break the law (Dewar, 1997, p.153). 

Dewar has suggested that there “is a rejoicing in a sense of anarchy and 

lawlessness in the territory bush” and that other writers similarly state that the 

Territory attracted and still does people who wish to live outside the law (ibid. 

p.13). 

Dewar further locates an embattled humour that is not only linked to a difficult 

and alien environment experienced by non-indigenous settlers, but also linked to 

the anxieties of appropriation of land in the north and European attempts to justify 

non-indigenous ownership (Ibid,1997). 
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Within the everyday culture of the north there are constant reminders of the more 

relaxed attitudes to activities that would not be acceptable anywhere else. 

Anyone who has experienced ‘Cracker Night’ (Territory Day fireworks unique to 

the Top End) gets first-hand experience of a sense of hilarious anarchy and 

joyous mayhem that wouldn’t be tolerated elsewhere in Australia. Territorians are 

fiercely protective of this symbolic independence that incorporates what can be 

seen as a typical Australian humour. 

I see a parallel in my work in dealing with the humour of the grotesque, particularly 

in its quality of transgression, ambivalence and inversion. I draw a parallel with 

the state of the north with Kristeva’s comedy of abjection in a symbolic truncation 

and suspension. The top of Australia, particularly the Top End of the Northern 

Territory, has had a long history of ambiguous relationships, ranging from a 

government from afar, false starts of settlement to a current condition of being a 

‘state’ that is not quite a state. This ‘not quite’ appears to pervade the north’s low 

culture in the current satirical meanings of the acronym NT, in that it stands for 

Not Today, Not Tomorrow, Not Tuesday, Not Thursday, Next Train, Next Truck 

(deliveries), Not This (year?). You get the picture of a low humour that is 

irreverent, transgressive and public; a ‘taking the piss’.  

The recent “CU in the NT” advertising program turns out to be a fake 

merchandising program to sell merchandise, rather than an official NT campaign 

to promote tourism, and like the acronym NT above appeals to a larrikin sense of 

low humour (Blackwood, 2018) 
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This is the milieu in which I situate my practice and further develop the ideas of 

truncation related to humour discussed below. The nature and challenges of the 

climate of the tropical north can be said to produce a unique attitude in the humour 

in the abject. Tess Lea (2014), in her monograph on Darwin, draws attention to 

the eccentrics drawn to the city over the years and now a larrikin humour is unique 

to the Top End and, as I maintain, further afield across the north. This humour 

seems to involve a release of nervous energy or tension as a reaction to the 

challenges of isolation and an uncomfortable climate.  

The 2014 publication of humorous legendary front pages from the NT News 

(Nationwide News Pty. Ltd. Division 2014) reinforces this perception particularly 

in its focus on larrikin behaviour and the ‘mango season’ madness of the build-

up in its ‘Only in the Territory’ section. (Fig. 1.5). In popular representation, 

excepting young indigenous males, this larrikin behaviour manifests mainly in 

young European males. The tropical north historically has been an environment 

that favoured the young male, whether that be the military during World War 2 

and since with the development of the north with major strategic military bases, 

(Fig. 1.4) or during the recurring boom periods that provide work for a young 

population. 
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Fig. 1.4:  RAAF Walking Group, WW2. NT Archives. Photographer unknown. 

 

The above-mentioned NT News headlines often appeal to low transgressive 

culture in their use of humour of the larrikin – for example the inversion of horror 

into humour in the repeated features and headlines involving what appears to be 

the ubiquitous and abundant crocodile (Fig. 1.5). This representation of humour 

may be considered grotesque because of its association with horror, such as risk 

taking with crocodiles. 
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Fig. 1.5:  Cover from NT News, 2014, Nationwide News Pty Ltd. NT Division. 

Writers on the grotesque seem to agree that the concepts appear unstable and 

are contingent on the nature of each epoch, in that grotesque as ‘transgressive’ 

inverts or subverts the values that a society holds in an era (Crews, 2010). 

Moreover, the humour of the grotesque is expressed through deviation or 

distortion of what are acceptable norms, traditions and values. Images of the 

grotesque range from mythology of ancient societies, to medieval, to paintings of 

the romantic era to 20th century surrealists and beyond.  

In today’s context this is just as varied, and as Noel Carroll (2003) points out, 

there is a proliferation of images in contemporary art. The contemporary 

grotesque, albeit similarly difficult to define in its mutability, is driven largely by 
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the digital media, particularly in television, movies, video games and the internet. 

Its humour is often abject or connected to horror as in scary movies and horror 

stories where there is a hybridity between genres; many contemporary examples 

combine humour and horror.  

In my work, I often combine these incongruous elements as well, particularly in 

paintings that have been sited on sections of the highways that have a history of 

horrific murders or violence in the colonial past. An example is the violence or 

horror inherent in the hooded figure on the Barkly Highway near Mt Isa (Fig. 1.6), 

a site of multiple disappearances and suspected murder. 

 

Fig. 1.6: Ian Hance 2017, My Way or the Highway, oil on canvas, 183cm x 135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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In looking at these examples of dressed-up mounds, the question arises – are 

the people who dress up the mounds in such a way aware of the gruesome history 

embedded in some of these places and if so, why do they associate this history 

with humour? Ross Gibson (2002) maintains that these incidents of horror, 

including historical massacres of the Aboriginal inhabitants, enter our collective 

consciousness. Having travelled many of these so-called horror stretches myself 

on the Stuart, Barkly and Victoria highways as well as Gibson’s quoted ‘horror 

stretch’ between McKay and Townsville, I have become aware of the nature of 

isolation and the unhinging vastness of the Australian outback and its often-dark 

history.  

However, Carroll states that the notion that the grotesque is necessarily horrific, 

and comic simultaneously is too exclusive (Carroll, 2003, p.294). Humour, in its 

association with the grotesque, can be expressed in other concepts of hybridity 

or reversal of roles as in the examples of television fantasies, situation comedies 

and the like. The hybridity that results in outright laughter similarly is embodied in 

some of the mounds that confuse sexual identity or animal/ human ambiguity 

(Fig. 1.7), whereby we are not sure which image is dominant. In my sketch of the 

gorilla with a Darwin Stubbie, the human is simultaneously present similar to the 

grotesque undecidability of image in Bacon’s work mentioned above. The 

exaggerated imagery also investigates attitudes towards excessive alcohol intake 

and the bestial nature of drunkenness. 
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Fig. 1.7:  Ian Hance 2015. Gorilla with stubby, sketch, oil on canvas, 80cm x 56cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 

I suggest that these discomforting associations of horror and laughter, weird and 

unsettling hybrids underpinned by the challenging nature of outback northern 

Australia, provoke a sort of dark nihilistic humour discussed in the following. 

1.4  Humour in Australia 

In this sub-chapter I locate which form of humour or humours relate to the notion 

of the grotesque as perceived in the dressed-up mounds and their relationship to 

the psyche of the tropical north. 

Like the grotesque, Australian humour has been difficult to describe precisely. 

However, Dorothy Jones and Barry Andrews argue that “Australian Humour is 
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characterised, not so much by content, as by a special configuration of attitudes. 

Irony predominates, and individuals manipulated by circumstances, or a destiny 

they are unable to control, wryly resign themselves to their own powerlessness” 

(Jones & Andrews, 2009, p xix). It is my contention that this configuration of a 

distinctive Australian humour is evidenced in the dressing of some of the mounds 

that express a black humour which points to an ironic reaction to the vast spaces, 

isolation, boredom and challenges of the outback of tropical Australia, similar to 

the point that Philip Adams and Patrice Newell (2017) in Aussie Joke Book makes 

about colonising people having to deal with the ironies of drought, flood and fire. 

Historically, alienation in a hostile landscape in “doing it tough” produced a wry 

acceptance of fate and had often been expressed in a sort of black humour 

expressed in the ironic “cheerfulness of death” in the outback setting (De Groen 

& Kirkpatrick, 2009, p.xx). 

On the other hand, Australian humour and joking has been said to be derivative 

of overseas humour and joking. Phillip Adams and Patrice Newell maintain that 

Australian jokes are those that have “been in a long journey” from original 

sources, particularly England, Ireland and the USA. (Adams & Newell, 2017, 

p.28). They argue that these jokes are un-original but become Australian by their 

changes to local settings and local characters, together with reactions to the 

unique challenges of the Australian context. I maintain, moreover, that this kind 

of humour is related to the transgressive humour of the carnivalesque grotesque 

and in many instances evokes the abject and uncanny in the Australian context. 

As Adams and Newell contend that “humour remains our best defence 

mechanism against horror”, and further is also a reaction to adversity, abjection, 
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sorrow and anxiety (Ibid p.14). A visual joke as a case in point (Fig.1.8) shows 

how a dresser has responded to an uncanny and abject perceived ‘face’ that 

captures some expression of anxiety. 

 

Fig. 1.8: Dressed termite mound, Stuart Highway, Larrimah NT, July 2017.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 

“Taking the piss” within inversion is another of the major aspects of Australian 

humour. Jessica Milner Davis, in speaking of inversion, maintains that Australian 

humour delights in breaking “conventions of the civilized on obscenity and filth 

and to underpin the egalitarian but conformist nature of Australian society” 

(Milner-Davis, 2009, p.40). Inverted humour evidences itself in the language in 
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the piss-taking use of opposites, for instance calling a man Bluey because he has 

red hair or Curley because he is bald. The hybridity of nomenclature runs into 

humorous expressions that are sometimes unique to the northern environment. 

The average northern resident is familiar with examples such as “Gotcha Lizard” 

or “Snapping Handbag” for crocodile and “Kangawallafox” for that unidentified 

creature that runs across the road in front of the vehicle at night. 

Whilst most of the anecdotal evidence gathered suggests that the people who 

dress the mounds are often travellers, grey nomads and tourists passing through, 

within the humour expressed there have been many incidents of local piss-taking 

humour in celebrating local events and making effigies of another local. Also, 

there is strong evidence of humorous references to bodily orifices and bodily 

waste. 

1.5  Scatological humour  

TER[mite moun]D in the title refers to scatological humour. TERD being a 

homophone of turd. 

TERD contained or containing the residual (‘mite moun’) refers to the images of 

waste or shit (turds) bound up in the termite mounds as well as the brown turd- 

like staining on clothing. Many of the pointed and rounded lumpy qualities have 

obvious visual references and my paintings sometimes develop these references 

in the qualities of paint. Another northern artist, Franck Gohier, also references 

shit and termite mounds in a humorous way, as in Fig. 1.9. 
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Fig. 1.9:  Franck Gohier, Coprolite National Park, silk screen, 76cm x 56cm. MAGNT ©. 

Other aspects of the abject are evidenced in the decay of materials over time, as 

well as scorching during the dry season fires. The staining on the clothes, which 

occurs in the intervening wet season, often hints at the scatological grotesque. 

The visual connection between waste and images of “turds” is obvious and many 

of my paintings play with the humour of visual punning. The limerick here was 

written by a colleague who routinely makes puns both in everyday conversation 

and in poetry: 
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The Chimp who lives in the zoo 

likes to distribute his poo 

It's not hard to dodge it 

There's no scatter logic 

unless he throws it at you 

Stuart Gluth, 2013 

English philosopher Simon Critchley (2002) wonders if disgust with the human 

body and especially the abject in the human body can be the material for laughter 

and humour. Another philosopher, Carolyn Korsmeyer (2012), asserts that 

“disgust with the body is highly evident in comedy” (p.753). Much comedy is 

bawdy and scatological, often involving abject qualities of the body. Scatological 

humour is incongruous as it ‘unmasks’ people and reminds them of their animal 

nature (Korsmeyer, 2012). This reminder is neatly encapsulated in the above 

limerick as well as a humorous reference to the abject of the ‘other’. The fact that 

there is the obvious reference to waste, or at least the illusion of a waste product, 

in the construction of the mounds together with earth stains that appears on the 

clothing, gives a sense of the abject.  

The scatological, although presented here as humorous, is mainly associated 

with the abject and grotesque as argued above (Kristeva, 1982). However, 

Bakhtin (1998) includes the scatological within the humour of the grotesque and 

in particular the carnivalesque grotesque. Bakhtin’s concepts of humour in the 

basest human functions are richly evidenced in a substantial proportion of the 

mounds. The humour of filth and obscenity features frequently in many of them, 

either in text or drawings added to the clothing or by assembled obscene 

references. Davis and Crofts support my contention that “humour functions as 
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part of an Australian democratic tradition of irreverence and anti-authoritarianism” 

(Millner-Davis, 2009, pp.33-34). Although scatological humour or obscene 

humour is not exclusively Australian, as shown with the Catalan preoccupation 

with the festive qualities in images of shit in the Festival of Kings associated with 

Christmas (Hughes 1998), I maintain that it forms a large part of the irreverent 

humour evidenced by both dressers of the mounds and artists situated in the 

north. 

An exhibition in Darwin at Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory of 

Rob Brown’s satirical paintings entitled Evolution: A Disrespective in 2014 used 

an irreverent humour within the humour of the north combined with an 

undercurrent of abjection of the other. Grotesque exaggeration is combined with 

a sardonic humour about equality amongst stockmen of the north suggested 

using humorous punctums of “birds that shit on black and white alike” in Fig.1.10. 

The punctum here is the shit that causes an unexpected reaction: Roland Barthes 

(1981) described the effect of an unanticipated and unintended spike of interest 

or affecting detail in the general context of a photograph. He called this the 

‘punctum’ that pierces an otherwise conventional or generalised context or 

expression which he called the “studium” (after the Latin for a study), however 

this term is extended to mean a cultural and accepted norm within the subject of 

a photograph. The punctum has a disturbing or ‘bruising’ effect on the viewer, 

which effectively alters the meaning and context of that photograph. Like Brown 

I adapt this bruising punctum to interpret humour. 



50 

 

 

Fig. 1.10:  Rob Brown 2010, Black Fella White Fella, mixed media on board, 100cm x 120cm. 

Collection Michele Swift. MAGNT© 

Like the seriousness and often abjection that lies behind much Australian 

humour, Ashley Crawford states in the catalogue for Rob Brown’s retrospective: 

An initial impression one may have of both the artist and his work is 

that of a larrikin brashness: an overt, in-your-face and overly 

boisterous abruptness. This is a ruse. Rob Brown’s theatrics, both 

as a person and as an artist, conceal a thread of melancholia, 

introspection and a remarkable degree of empathy. If there is a 

central theme in Brown’s oeuvre it is that of the humane. Beneath 

the scars still lies the wound, the blood washed away by salted tears 

(Crawford, 2014).  

In my painting (Fig. 1.11), the anthill’s reference to waste or shit is also obvious, 

although the pile resembles donkey or horse manure rather than human (as in 

Fig.1.9). There is a visual pun involved with the barren outback resembling 

wasteland. Human, bird and animal are mixed up in a hybrid interrogating the 

viewer. 
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Fig. 1.11: Ian Hance 2018, Go Qld, oil on canvas, 183cm x 135cm. Photograph Fiona 
Morrison. 

 

All three works show some elements that can be linked to the kitsch aesthetic 

either in their tastelessness and ironic content involving the scatological or in their 

subversion of the norm, despite the argument that shit is never represented in 

kitsch art; the kitsch is said to avoid everything unpleasant or bodily fundamental 

(Kundera, 1991). Yet in these works the scatological forms a large component of 

the kitsch expression. 
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In the following I link the ironic nature of Australian humour within the abject and 

grotesque to aspects of the carnivalesque grotesque. 

1.6  Carnivalesque Grotesque  

In his seminal study of the carnivalesque, Michael Bakhtin states that its three 

major characteristics are laughter, public involvement and transgressive reversal 

or inversion within everyday life (Bakhtin 1998, p.683). Based on the novels of 

Rabelais, his study further identifies a connection with ambiguous humour of the 

body and its functions, particularly those that involve the orifices. These elements 

are part of my painting and installation practice involving the high-art technique 

of oil painting on canvas with a low-art subject of an irreverent, incongruous folk-

art humour. Further, the donation of my oil paintings to what I suggest are grotto-

like spaces of some of the remote outback hotels and roadhouses, serves 

another function in my investigation into a carnivalesque performance.  

Writers on the grotesque seem to agree that the concepts appear unstable and 

are contingent on the nature of each epoch, in that grotesque as transgressive 

inverts or subverts the values that a society holds in an era (Crews, 2010). 

Moreover, the humour of the grotesque is expressed through deviation or a 

distortion of what are acceptable norms, traditions and values. Images of the 

grotesque range from mythology of ancient societies, to medieval, from paintings 

of the romantic era to 20th century surrealists and beyond. The carnivalesque 

grotesque similarly is dependent on contemporary attitudes towards humour 

which, like the grotesque, varies according to each era and is difficult to define. 

The relationship of the dressed-up termite mounds that unknown people create 
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across tropical Australia, to the distorted or grotesque body, is obvious. The 

question arises: is it precisely that distorted quality and the ambiguity between 

earth and flesh, as well as exaggerated orifices, phallic and mammary 

protuberances that the dressers respond to? 

This practice also explores how the carnivalesque grotesque humour can be 

expressed in what is arguably the postmodern and post-colonial age within the 

tropical north of Australia.  

One way that humour is expressed by travellers is in the dressing -up of mounds 

which could be said to reinforce colonial attitudes. Like travel writing or posting of 

the record of the road trip on social media, the personalised mound says, “I was 

here” as in Fig. 1.12. 

 Bernard Schweizer states that post-colonial critics insist that travel writing, (in 

effect ‘I was here’) gives voice to ownership and colonialism (Schweizer, 2002). 

Historical traces of the colonial pioneering are evident on all the major highways 

of the tropical north, either by memorials, cairns, information bays or the evidence 

of old roads, and creek and river fords. Travellers, within the collective memory 

of trauma mentioned earlier, are very aware of the signifiers of movement through 

country and like other historical traces, they often memorialise humorously this 

movement as in Fig. 1.13.  
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Fig. 1.12: “I was here” dressed mound, Stuart Highway, Mataranka NT, July 2016.  

Photograph Ian Hance.  

 

 

Fig. 1.13: Take me anywhere shirt, Stuart Highway, Mataranka NT, July 2016.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 
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Another major transgressive attitude involved with dressing up of mounds is the 

practice of drag. Drag and its association with the kitsch and camp humour is 

discussed below.  

1.7  The transgressive humour of the figure in the landscape: kitsch 

or camp 

Here I locate a humour that is ambiguous and multivalent through analyses of the 

monstrous in art and theories of camp and kitsch aesthetics. A discussion of the 

application of these theories in relevance to my work follows with reference to 

other Australian and international painters and artists who use aspects of the 

kitsch. 

In his paper “On Monstrously Ambiguous Paintings”, James Elkins discusses 

many of Antoine Watteau’s paintings as being “anti-subject” in that they contain 

“unexpected use of ambiguities” (Elkins, 1993, p.227) The painting Gilles, also 

known as Pierrot (Fig. 1.14) deals with a clown-like figure that makes up a major 

theme of Watteau’s paintings of the Italian comedians. The lack of a definitive 

subject is a result of ambiguities in the depiction of a comedic figure that has been 

overloaded with seriousness, so that on one level the emotive content remains 

ambiguous or multilayered. On another, there remains a lack of any connection 

with the dominant figure with the other figures, or indeed the landscape, that 

produces an isolation and a contradiction or ambiguity of subject matter that 

Elkins considers grotesquely monstrous. The idea that Watteau’s Pierrots 

represent a sad or melancholic figure that is self-referential, “the clown laughing 

on the outside but crying on the inside”, although a popular held belief, is 
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uncertain (Sund, 2016, p.321). The looming huge figure that dominates the 

landscape and other figures, however to my mind involves not sadness but an 

indomitable humour. Giles Deleuze quotes Kafka, Beckett in literature, and in 

painting Francis Bacon:  

They have created indomitable figures, indomitable through both 

their insistence and their presence. They have given life a new and 

extremely direct power of laughter .... But what sort of laughter is it? 

It has to be a “bleak humour in the face of oblivion, that makes life 

more intense. (Deleuze, 2008, p.44)  

Further, the painting is transgressive in that it not only subverts the expected 

humour of the comedic figure but also has an ambiguous relationship with 

concepts of the figure in the landscape as a subject in art.  

 

Fig. 1.14:  Jean-Antoine Watteau, Pierrot (known as Gilles), c.1718-19, oil on canvas,  

184.3cm x 149.5cm. Musee du Louvre, Paris ©  
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This painting has had a lasting effect on many artists from the German 

expressionist Max Beckmann to Australian landscape artist Fred Williams, 

possibly because it is multilayered and ambiguous. Fred Williams numbered it 

amongst his favourite works and it may have affected his early figurative paintings 

(Mollison, 1989). Another Australian connection to the work are the looming 

figures of Russell Drysdale, notably in his Woman in a Landscape (Fig. 1.15), 

with a comparable use of a low horizon, and the major centre of interest of the 

face at the very top edge (Drysdale may have seen Gilles when working in Paris 

1938-39). The figure of Drysdale’s woman is just as dominating as in the Gilles 

yet differs in that the woman has a distinct emotive connection with the barren 

landscape and lonely dwelling. We sense that the landscape (like the mounds) 

has formed this woman, not only in colouration, but by her vacant gaze out onto 

an empty landscape. She belongs in this landscape, whereas Watteau’s Gilles is 

displaced from the stage to a landscape setting. Her pose, like Gilles, is awkward, 

particularly noticeable in the placing of the feet, and her gaze, (as if focusing on 

an endless horizon), is bleak. 

In a sense it equals the Gilles in its monstrous quality and remains by her indirect 

gaze aloof. Unlike the gaze in Gilles that almost directly engages the viewer,it is 

ambiguously self-possessed or internalised and yet looks out of the picture plane 

towards the viewer.  
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Fig. 1.15:  Sir Russell Drysdale, Woman in a Landscape, 1949, oil on composition board,  

101cm x 66.3cm. Art Gallery of South Australia © 

The alien and ambiguous qualities of these works have influenced my enquiries 

into monstrous and grotesque humours in my figurative works based on the 

dressed-up mounds of the outback, not in the least by considerations of the 

ambiguous gaze as portrayed in the use of sunglasses and other items on the 

suggested ‘heads’ of the mounds as in Fig. 1.16. 

 I also contend that these figures represent a transgressive humour in that they 

are, and are not, the human figure represented, and as such are bound into 

concepts of transgression of the carnivalesque grotesque of Mikhail Bakhtin and, 

in their startling incongruity, produce laughter. 
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 The ambiguity of human/ non-human is of course characterised by clothing and 

other items imposed on the mounds. Like the Gilles, part of the ambiguity is a 

result of attention to the qualities of paint and in the detail of the clothing; the 

qualities of the white satin rival the face for attention and further reinforces the 

ambiguous quality of the painting. The accent on the clothing speaks about 

costume and the interpretation of a character as in an actor. The attention to detail 

of the clothing, similar to Watteau’s painting, in my works conveys the startling 

incongruity against the generalised and abstracted landscape.  

 

Fig. 1.16:  Ian Hance 2017, Study for Go Qld, oil on canvas, 80cm x 56cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

 The Oxford English Dictionary definition of kitsch has been previously described 

in the introduction. Camp is defined by the online OED (2018) as being 1: (of a 

man or his manner) ostentatiously and extravagantly effeminate; and 2: 

deliberately exaggerated and theatrical in style.  
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In Sir Sydney Nolan’s Steve Hart dressed as a Girl (Fig. 1.17) it is difficult to avoid 

suggestions of drag and transgressive sexuality. Indeed, according to Anne 

Marsh’s (2002) paper on the queering of the Kelly Gang, quoting Peter Carey’s 

novel True History of the Kelly Gang (2000), Steve Hart was a cross dresser or 

transvestite, as was possibly another member of the Kelly gang, Joe Byrne. Nolan 

is clearly exploring transgressive identity in an outback setting that is dominated 

by masculinity and rebellious behaviour.  

 

 

Fig. 1.17: Sir Sydney Nolan, Steve Hart dressed as a Girl, 1947, enamel paint on composition 

board, 90.6cm x 121.1cm. National Gallery of Australia © 

Marsh further comments on the fact that in the painting Steve Hart is riding in the 

feminine fashion of side saddle and the ambiguity of male/female clothing and 

gesture adds further to ambiguous readings (Marsh, 2002). 
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The gaze of the figure directly towards the viewer adds a challenge (possibly to 

authority) as if to question the whole notion of the masculine figure in the 

landscape. 

Cindy Sherman (Fig. 1.18) shows an abject and humorous self-portrait against a 

harsh, cold landscape of Iceland. The haute couture costume is incongruously at 

odds with this barren landscape and, in many ways, although not in the context 

of Australia, echoes the bleakness of the Australian outback. Like the other 

examples, the steady gaze of the subject is ambiguous, although in this case the 

gaze confronts the viewer in a steady stare that appears to be atypical in 

Sherman’s work. Rosalind Krauss argues that in her work the gaze is normally 

non-direct and references the voyeuristic male gaze; further, she quotes Laura 

Mulvey who argues that Sherman’s photographs “re-iterate the to-be-looked-at-

ness of femininity” (Krauss, 1993, p.90).  

I include this photograph because it has painterly associations in its enormous 

size and the attention to detail in the costume. Like the qualities in Gilles,it 

appears painterly yet focuses attention against generalised qualities of the 

landscape setting. There are striking resemblances to the contrasts that I extract 

from my own photographs of dressed mounds or ‘figures’ in the landscape.  

As in the Nolan painting, Sherman’s photograph is culturally transgressive in that 

the overall exaggeration and unexpected costume (within the context of 

landscape) is symptomatic of drag. Because of the photograph’s high-art 

painterly associations in its limited palette, landscape format composition against 

the verticality of the fetishised figure, and subtle tonal values the portrait, may be 
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considered culturally transgressive but not transgressive of ‘good taste’ as in the 

kitsch, but more camp in its exaggerated stylisation. There is also a similarity with 

Watteau’s painting in its ambiguity through a lack of primary meaning, with an 

ambiguous humour that is discussed above. 

 

Fig. 1.18:  Cindy Sherman 2011, Untitled #512, chromogenic C print, 202.6cm x 347.7cm. 

Courtesy of the artist and Metro Pictures (©) 

The notion of transgressive humour of drag in the remote and hostile environment 

of Australia’s outback is also shown in the startling effects in the movie Priscilla 

and other road trip movies. Road trip films set in the Australian outback often 

utilise spectacular and unworldly imagery in the costuming of characters. The 

outlandish costumes in the Mad Max series have an element of masculine camp 

humour. The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of The Desert (1994), another road 

trip film, also relies heavily on high-camp imagery, utilising the surreal yet 

humorous images of outlandish drag queen costumes against the epic 

backgrounds of the interior. The costumes on some termite mounds also tap into 
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this kind of drag humour. However, although there are elements of camp humour, 

in the main the overall emotive quality relates more to the easy identification of 

kitsch.  

As stated above there is a polarity of responses to the mounds. A different 

aesthetic, aligned with kitsch, is observed in the mounds by the people who like 

them. A discussion of this polarity and its effect upon my practice follows. The 

polarity indicated by different attitudes in the response to the termite mounds 

brings to the fore the differing acceptances of what constitutes aesthetic value (or 

at least appears interesting), to the people travelling along the highway. There is 

a significant difference aesthetically between works in a gallery or museum, to 

works (or what is perceived as an artistic work as in a mound), along the roadside 

(Liddy, 2008). In exploring the junkyard or roadside rubbish as aesthetic, through 

the medium of painting I have aimed to investigate this concept through the lens 

of the humorous grotesque – humour that is often associated with the camp, but 

also with the kitsch. I attempt to locate elements of kitsch as opposed to camp 

humour, albeit in television not in painting.  

In the popular Australian comedy series Kath and Kim (2002- 2009) concepts of 

popular taste and transgression of good taste into the kitsch underpin 

characteristics of the humorous in the Australian psyche, especially within the 

suburban milieu. The comedians Jane Turner and Gina Riley play the characters 

of Kath and her daughter Kim in a suburban setting that aspires to the glamorous 

lifestyle that is both pathetically ‘bogan’ and parodies the rampant consumerism 

of late capitalism (Lever, 2009). Two other characters, again played by Turner 

and Riley, namely Prue and Trude, represent the pretentious snobbery of ‘good 
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taste’ and are contrasted with the perceived suburban ordinariness represented 

by the Kath and Kim characters. Transgressive taste here is perceived on two 

fronts. As Timothy Morton argues on kitsch as being part of the inner uncanny 

part of aesthetics, “all art becomes someone else’s kitsch” (Morton, 2007, p.154) 

and further other people’s enjoyment. For instance, why do we cringe at the kitsch 

taste represented by the suburban Kath and Kim, yet we laugh at the kitsch (or 

camp) pretensions of the shop assistants Prue and Trude? Or vice versa? The 

kitsch (or the lack of taste) of the ‘other’ is beautifully exemplified. All involve to 

greater or lesser extent exaggeration, grotesque associations and excess 

however, according to theorist Susan Sontag camp always has an element of 

humour; camp proposes a comic “vision of the world” (Sontag 1966, p .11). 

Further, she states that style is the key to camp and a certain exaggerated style 

that can be ironically humorous. Whereas kitsch is not necessarily so. Kitsch is 

not in itself humorous. Tomas Kulka (1996) in Kitsch and Art, argues that kitsch 

is always single-minded and serious, never ambiguous and often uses pathos. 

He quotes Saul Friedlander stating that “kitsch is indeed totally incompatible with 

even the mildest form of questioning, that is with irony” (Kulka, 1996, p.97). 

Unlike Kulka’s and Friedlander’s descriptions of kitsch, it is said to often contain 

an ironic element, a self-knowing humour (as in the OED definition). Camp, on 

the other hand, as Stephen Linstead argues “…exaggerates the staging of kitsch 

and brings it into larger-than-life focus so that it not only ceases to be kitsch but 

surpasses even irony. In camp the ‘self’ is so blatantly, obscenely present that its 

artifice is unavoidably obvious” (Linstead, 2002, p.661). Morton‘s distinction 

between irony in camp and kitsch is similar “While camp refers to an ‘ironic’ 
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(distanced) appropriation of a bygone aesthetic commodity, kitsch indicates the 

alloyed enjoyment of an object not normally considered aesthetic in a ‘high’ 

sense” (Morton, 2007, p.151). The contradictions between Kulka’s and 

Friedlander’s definitions versus Linstead’s and Morton’s clearly indicate a shifting 

and ambiguous nature of both kitsch and camp, and contingent on diverse 

cultures and eras. It is Sontag’s and Lindstead’s concepts of camp that determine 

that the mounds, and my work, veer towards the kitsch aesthetic (albeit 

humorous), rather than camp as I maintain that an obvious artifice or style is not 

consistently present. 

Like the grotesque, kitsch is difficult to define accurately, although as Kulka 

(1996) points out we know it when we see it. Stephen Linstead, quoting Calinescu 

and Foster, states: 

kitsch is one of the major responses to the modernist aesthetic. Where the 

avant-garde seeks new ways of expressing the inexpressible, kitsch has as its 

objective precisely the opposite – new ways of expressing that which has 

already been expressed so many times that it is instantly recognisable. Where 

the avant-garde is demanding, the kitsch is reassuring (Linstead, 2002, 

p.658).  

On the other hand, he also maintains that kitsch constantly finds new forms and 

it is hard for any endeavour to avoid it entirely (Ibid. p.659) Thus it is likely to arise 

in avant-garde works.  

Adorno, in Aesthetic Theory, similarly states “Kitsch is not, as those believers in 

erudite culture would like to imagine, the mere refuse of art, originating in loyal 

accommodation to the enemy; rather, it lurks in art, awaiting ever recurring 
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opportunities to spring forth” (Adorno, 1997, p.239). Although Adorno sees it as 

a poison to high art (and indeed in low art, being common to both), philosophers 

such as Timothy Morton see it as the only way forward for artists “since there is 

no escaping kitsch in a world where kitsch is everywhere in mass culture and 

politics, the only way to beat it is to join it” (Morton, 2007, p.22). This is a view 

supported by Crews and others mentioned earlier. Further, Morton states that “art 

in an ecological age will melt into kitsch because there will be no single 

authoritative scale from which to judge” (Ibid, p.146). Similarly, Kulka, quoting 

Milan Kundera, says “none of us is superhuman enough to escape kitsch 

completely, no matter how we scorn it, kitsch is an integral part of the human 

condition” (Kulka, 1996, p.230-231). Morton seems to be saying that kitsch is not 

to be scorned but embraced. 

My work is more in line with the newer concepts of the kitsch that Morton 

describes. Morton maintains that humanity’s way of thinking about nature and its 

aesthetics Mimensis/ecomimensis3 of the romantic era holds us back from 

imagining a future beyond the potentially destructive results of living in the 

Anthropocene. It is the linking to the aesthetic romantic notions of nature that 

resist this imagining. The divisions of aesthetic thought into the ‘isms’ of 

modernity still affect philosophical thought, hence romanticism. He argues in 

effect that we need to stop interpreting the object of nature into an ideal form: 

“We will lose nature but gain ecology” (Morton, 2014 p.9). To see and accept 

                                                           

3 Mimensis is the imitative representation of experience of the natural world; ecomimensis is the 
authentication of experience of a politicised environmental art as a phenomenon which is shared with an 
audience (Morton 2007). 



67 

 

nature as it really is: rising above traditional forms of representation with their 

divided subject and object of the romantic period (dualism); a dualism which is in 

a sense a package and, as Lucy Lippard argues, the packaging stops us from 

seeing clearly or experiencing what is exactly before us (Lippard, 2014).  

Aesthetics of the romantic era in western art, which Morton argues we are still in, 

holds us back from experimental play of the kitsch and the anti-aesthetic, many 

art historians see a close connection with romanticism and kitsch, believing that 

modern concepts of kitsch arose out of the romantic movement (Kulka,1996). 

I maintain that like the ambiguity and formlessness of the grotesque and 

associated ‘aesthetics’ of kitsch, chaos is a good starting point. In my paintings 

the ambiguities of colour, subject, ambient tone and taste underpinning the 

humour of the carnivalesque grotesque (as I perceive it in the psyche of the north) 

come close to what Elkins calls the monstrous in art through lack of a primary 

subject and an ambiguity of subject discussed above. These are all elements that 

make up the elusive nature of the ‘kitschgrotesque’.  

 

1.8  Kitschgrotesque thesis  

Most writers on the subject posit that historically and in the 21st century the 

grotesque is an idea that is impossible to define accurately yet is easily 

recognisable when we see it like kitsch (Harpham, 2006). Kitsch has been 

described as being linked to the grotesque in that both subvert the norm (Merino, 

2015).  The definitions of grotesque and kitsch so far place them as European 
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concepts. I have argued that both have traditionally been ascribed certain 

characteristics within this culture, however I also argue that they are relevant to 

the culture of northern Australia.  

As argued earlier, grotesque in the modern era became connected to the comic. 

Kitsch in Australia has had a long history of being connected to an over the top 

humour (Humphries 1980). 

What is kitschgrotesque? I maintain that it is an attitude of the grotesque that 

reflects the humour of kitsch. It incorporates ironic humour and involves a “send 

up” or “taking the piss” that echoes the inversion of societal value as in the 

carnivalesque of Bakhtin. 

Kitschgrotesuqe doesn’t take itself seriously, unlike the kitsch and grotesque of 

other Australian artists such as Danie Mellor, (Fig 1.19), and in the north Terese 

Richie: both address the kitsch and grotesque as critiques of colonial attitudes 

and although at times humorous, the humour appears as a by-product or sub 

theme.  
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Fig.1.19: Danie Mellor, ‘Memento Mori’, 2009, pastel, pencil, glitter,Swarovski crystal and wash 
on Saunders Waterford paper, 153 x 176 cm. Image courtesy the artist, Jan Murphy Gallery, 
Brisbane and Michael Reid, Sydney. 

 

In short, Kitshgrotesque is an attitude that involves humour in the dubious taste, 

inversion of socio-political values that provokes and sense of irony and outlandish 

over the top reactions. 

In my interpretation of kitschgrotesque, humour is paramount, yet due to the 

elusive nature, I maintain that the description of kitschgrotesque can be better 

expressed visually than verbally. 

While both the kitsch and grotesque are mutable and contingent on an epoch or 

era as presented above and no all-inclusive definition of kitsch or grotesque 

remains possible, I perceive an embodiment of both ideas in the dressed-up 

mounds. The best way to describe the dual concept in one image remains within 
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the visual rather than verbal or written description, but it has required a descriptive 

title which I call the kitschgrotesque. As Summers states “in expressing the nearly 

inexpressible, the modern word ‘grotesque’ is comparable to words like ‘obscene’ 

or ‘atrocious’. Both of these, like ‘grotesque’, are ‘visual’ for they have their 

etymological origins in interpretation of sight (Summers, 2009, p.27).  

For these reasons, I argue that kitschgrotesque is an appropriate term to describe 

the style or effect in the creation of my works. Philosophers, art historians, writers 

and artists seem to agree that the visual precedes any written description of a 

concept: we know something primarily through the processes of seeing. Art 

historian John Berger (1977, p.7) states “seeing becomes before words. The child 

looks and recognizes before it can speak”. 

 Patrick McCaughey points out in his discussion on Rosemary Laing’s work “The 

unity of her work and its compression of experience have the effect that only a 

work of art can achieve” (McCaughey 2014, p.346). Similarly, as filmmaker and 

film educator, Ian Dinning says: “the poetic label is an expression of the work, 

which an overly definitive description would undermine (personal communication 

26 Sept.2018). Designer Kenya Hara states, “to understand something is not to 

be able to define it or describe it” and further “there are an unlimited number of 

ways of thinking and perceiving” (Hara 2007, p.19). Similarly, I have found the 

compression of multiple ideas and the inherent ambiguities of the kitschgrotesque 

within the mounds could be amplified and expressed visually in painting. 

The addition of humour to flavour the kitschgrotesque and in particular a dark 

humour further complicates a definitive meaning. Many modern writers maintain 
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that the darkly humorous grotesque and a dark kitsch is everywhere in modern 

life and that because of its ubiquity it is becoming increasingly invisible (Harpham, 

2004). This invisibility is disturbing in that as grotesque images and behaviour are 

accepted as condition or expression of modern life we lose all sense of what is 

normal, natural and acceptable to society. One of the themes in my work is 

involved with examining the razor edge of what is aesthetically pleasing or 

acceptable and what remains disturbingly ugly (albeit stimulating or sensational) 

within the lack of ‘good taste’. 

As early as the 18th century, writers were complaining about the lack of good taste 

associated with the grotesque. In the kitschy shallowness and popularisation of 

grotesque interior design and decorative arts, Wincklemann decries the 

deterioration of art in his Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Art (Kayser, 1963). 

The term kitsch wasn’t a known ‘aesthetic’ term until the 20th century and has 

undergone a new appraisal of value, or yet another attempt at definition, since 

then. 

In attempting to define kitsch, C. E. Emmer (1998), Sam Bikley (2000) and 

Timothy Morton (2007) maintain that the modern and postmodern concepts of 

kitsch no longer condemn kitsch as worthless, but a valid form of art and 

aesthetics. Binkley (2000, p.133) maintains that the current climate demands a 

distinct kitsch style “one that celebrates repetition and conventionality as a value 

in itself”. In Kitsch Against Modernity Emmer concludes that the original 

conception of kitsch as having no aesthetic value or good taste, is redundant as 

it depended on “unexamined assumptions about class, race and gender 

differences” (Emmer, 1991, p.70). Also, in the modern world like Morton’s and 
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Lippard’s view, the “kitsch object is best understood as a tool against the 

particular stresses of the modern world, insofar as that struggle is understood as 

an attempt to provide (at least) temporary relief; a place for recovery”, further 

“positing a stark or absolute contrast between kitsch and fine art is unjustifiable, 

both exhibit the same roots and have the same goals” (Ibid, p.70). This is a view 

supported by Binkley’s argument that imitation and repetition of kitsch is a distinct 

aesthetic style, one that addresses the problems of embeddedness, that is: 

a condition of daily life in which uncertainties, existential questions 

and a sense of the freedom and creativity of human action are 

bracketed by reassuring traditions and habits of thought which 

penetrate the deepest crevices of the quotidian, is broadly taken to 

represent the forms of sociability characteristic of pre-modern 

societies (Binkley, 2000, p.135).  

 

Through an analysis of the concepts of the ‘aesthetics’ of kitsch as bad art contra 

the aesthetics of high ‘good’ art, I thus argued above that the serious singular 

stock emotion of kitsch can be made complex, ambiguous and intense through 

its adaptation to the humour of the grotesque. 

Conclusion  

In discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of the project, I demonstrate that 

the context of the road trips along the highways and my main research vehicle 

partake of a grotesque nature that responds to the main subject of the 

kitschgrotesque in its combination of disturbing weirdness with humour related to 

the theme of the termite mounds. 



73 

 

Through analysis of the notions of the imagery of abject and uncanny being an 

element that underlies the grotesque feeling in the mounds, I have shown the 

relevance that the dressed-up mounds have to this weird humour. Through 

discussion of the nature of this humour I identified that the dressed-up mounds 

reflect a kitsch humour rather than camp, and further identify a connection to 

humour that is characteristically Australian in its irreverence. I have shown that 

the irreverent and weird humour involves transgressive qualities of inversion and 

a fascination with bodily functions and abject filth that is reflected in the notion of 

Bakhtin’s carnivalesque grotesque. I have argued through the analysis of camp 

chiefly through the writings of Sontag and Kulka, and kitsch, through the writings 

of Friedlander, Adorno and Morton, that my work is more related to kitsch than 

camp. Although these writers are non-Australian thinkers I maintain that their 

analyses apply to kitsch art in the northern Australian context and my work, 

especially as these works are situated as western-focused art. 

Moreover,I contend that this aesthetic of the kitschgrotesque is a strong feature 

of Western-focused art responses in the Northern Australian region, and that it is 

discernible in public art and in the work of select artists of the region. I 

demonstrate that this aesthetic or concept seems to be a humorous reaction to 

the challenges and ambiguities of the natural world and to involve an ambivalence 

about the environment and life in this region of the world.  

The ambiguous aspects of the kitschgrotesque aesthetic became the major focus 

in my enquiry. In line with my argument that the kitschgrotesque can be better 

described visually than verbally I discuss how to convey my responses visually 

through the language of painting in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

ENVISIONING THE ART 

 A brush with the playful Kitschgrotesque 

Introduction 

In this chapter I show how I interpret the imagery in the dressed-up mounds as 

humorous kitschgrotesque through the discussion of my painting practice. 

Further, I expand on my theory that the humour of the kitschgrotesque is present 

both in the northern Australian psyche and other artists’ work through examples. 

In my and other artists’ work I show that the humour expressed in the 

kitschgrotesque has a complexity in double readings of form and hybrid imagery, 

ironic and absurd incongruities and grotesquely ambiguous forms as well as in 

the use of humorous text which often has local references to politics and cultural 

transgressions. 

Under origins, I discuss the historical reaction to the grotesque qualities similar 

to those that can be perceived in these mounds; reactions to the mounds as weird 

and puzzling wherein the operation of the imagination partakes of the grotesque 

and humorous. The fact that people have seen grotesque or strange imagery in 

them, dressed or not, continues to the present day. In the discussion of 

contemporary reactions, I argue that boredom and ennui within the landscape 

and context of travelling is a stimulus to dress them up in a kitsch manner. The 

stimulus to paint or record these figures in part is a result of my own boredom or 

ennui. Part of my ennui is a reaction to my understandings of the dire effects that 
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have been imposed on the landscape of Australia’s tropical north and is an 

attempt to arrive at imagery that incorporates the abject and uncanny within a 

dark grotesque humour. This is a subjective interpretation that underpins the 

kitschgrotesque imagery; in short, a serious undercurrent to an otherwise light-

hearted subject that aims at a multiplicity of meanings. 

In other artists’ works I discuss the nature of Kitsch and its connection to humour. 

In the discussion on my practice, I demonstrate how the concepts that underpin 

the kitschgrotesque are developed in relation to my painting in taking from three-

dimensional imagery of the mounds to two dimensional, and my research into the 

organisation of tensions of the picture plane and devices that I maintain express 

notions of the humour of the kitschgrotesque. Embedded in the works, these 

tensions explore the practical working out of ideas such as divisions and 

truncations of the picture plane, ambiguities of colour (in their use in relationship 

to the notion of the grotesque as being formless), the use of ambiguities of colour 

within the dialectics of materiality/non-materiality as an expression of the 

grotesque, investigations into heuristic play, facture and the use of a humorous 

punctum. The ambiguous subtleties of colour and ambiguous qualities of pictorial 

space established by colour are all part of a visual language that defies analysis, 

yet these are processes of visual thinking in my material investigation into the 

kitschgrotesque. So, it is in the sensed rather the consciously defined that places 

painting as an apt vehicle to describe it. It is also through the ambiguity and 

shifting values of colour that I align with notions of the formlessness of both kitsch 

and grotesque. 
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 My discussion on the dialectic of humour (contained within the punctum) with the 

horror (as an element of the grotesque) establishes a feeling of apocalyptic 

humour which completes my practical enquiry into this kitschgrotesque humour.  

2.1  Archetypical origins and anthropomorphised mounds 

Initially I connected my identification of the uncanny image within the termite 

mounds with archetypical forms depicting the female fertility idols, Further I 

referenced other archetypical figures that I identified chiefly through the nature of 

clothing and items added that indicate a persona which I interpreted as a 

humorous figure with kitschgrotesque overtones. 

 

Fig. 2.1: Venus of Willendorf. Palaeolithic, female idol representing pregnant Venus.                                                   

From Predmosti. Full Credit: DEA / A. DAGLI ORTI / Granger, NYC. 



78 

 

The ample rotund forms of the termite mounds often suggest the female form, 

especially those with obvious rounded ‘heads’, and recall the early fertility idols.4 

The upright female figure that represents the earliest fertility idols is often shown 

as exaggerated figures as in Fig. 2.1, the Venus of Willendorf or as a pregnant 

‘Venus’. To modern western eyes figures such as these have an element of 

grotesque humour that reflects a fascination and embarrassment associated with 

obese morbidity. Jim Secreto (1995) in Freaks, Geeks and Strange Ladies, 

discussing the sideshow banners of mid-western USA writes about a fascination 

with the bizarre and grotesque with the fat ladies of the carnival. He argues that 

the attraction and simultaneous repulsion in viewing the obese body is reflected 

in a fearful and relieved humour: “There, but for the grace of God, go I “(Secreto, 

1995, p.90). The images in these painted banners grossly exaggerate the actual 

“strange girls” and real people and draw on the kitsch of low culture, as in Fig. 

2.2. Lisa Stone and Randy Johnstone (1996) argue that these banners, although 

intended initially as advertisement, have now become seen and collected as 

works that are on the knife edge of fine art/ folk art and are seen in a new context.5 

                                                           

4 In India, from ancient times to the present day, particularly in rural areas the termite 
mound is worshipped as a god or goddess. John Irvin states that the deity is “born of the 
anthill”, however “the anthill is the deity and vice versa” (Irvin, 1982, p.340). The dressing 
of sacred anthills in India is essentially a ritual garlanding with flowers and offerings. 
However the dressed image of Bhavani, who was born of the anthill but now appears as 
a separate entity, are wrapped in cloth within a temple in much the same way idols in 
other predominately Hindu states such as Bali are dressed. 

 

5 Although these banners are in the context of America’s mid-west, Australia and many 
other countries around the world have a history of side show banners advertising the 
weird and grotesque and are also collected as art. 
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At the beginning of this project the images in this publication provided me with a 

way of interpreting the gross and weird imagined human forms of the mounds as 

paintings as in Fig. 2.4. Further, I identified a high art/low art style wherein I could 

investigate notions of an irresistible humour of the kitschgrotesque. 

      

                              
 
    Fig. 2.2:  Snap Wyatt 1950s, painted banner. 305cm x 305cm.Collection and photograph Jim 

Secreto © 

 

In ancient Greece, other archaic archetypes were similarly represented in clay or 

earth statues now clothed. 

The first woman, like the first man, was created, obviously, by the 

moulding of clay; but woman’s nature, unlike man’s, was not 

complete until Athena dressed her attractively in a woollen peplos. 

The story of the first woman, subsequently called Pandora, is an 
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aition both of woman’s nature (and her work) and of Athena’s 

worship (Robertson, 2014, p.140).  

Robertson’s description of the ritual dressing of the Athena every two years after 

a ritual cleansing, has earlier origins in the libations and clothing of the sacred 

mound that represented the goddess. The sacred mound or Omphalos of Delphi, 

and omphalos elsewhere, also shows a dressing over the mound – in Fig. 2.3 

there is evidence of a netting or wreaths. Omphalos refers to the centre of the 

world, as in ancient Greek for ‘navel’, thus referencing the body. In Northern 

Australia there is a poetic parallel in the dressing and redressing of certain termite 

mounds by unknown people, whereby new clothes are placed over old decayed 

and stained clothes that have begun to be integrated into the mound by the 

termites over the years as in Fig. 2.4.   

 

Fig. 2.3: Omphalos at Delphi. Sacred Mound covered in wreaths. Image Ancient Pages.com. 

Retrieved 10/5/2018. 
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Fig. 2.4:  Dressed and re-dressed termite mound, Stuart Highway, Daly Waters, NT.  

August 2016. Photograph Ian Hance.  

I link the imagining of the human form in the Omphalos to the imaging of the 

human body in the mounds and further the humour of exaggerating bodies or 

bodily parts that suggest the grotesque. The extension of the imagined form from 

the three-dimensional solid forms of the mounds into two-dimensional images 

within painting are discussed briefly in the following examples. 

In painting: James Elkins in his essay Pictures of the Body states “Every picture 

is a picture of the body. Every work of visual art is a representation of the body” 

(Elkins, 1999, p.1). Elkins maintains that our desire is to always have a visual 

depiction of bodies, and the dialectic of absence, or denial of the body, in the 

Western painting traditions of landscape art still life and, even in abstraction, 
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nevertheless also reference the body. Even where there is no body represented 

as a figure the bodily presence (the artist) is present by evidence of the hand and 

gestural brushwork. Moreover, he equates the skin of a work of art as in painting 

or surfaces in other media as also seeking out the skin of the body and bodily 

associations (Elkins, 1999). The verticality of the archetypical Venus figures and 

Omphalos (also echoed in the termite mounds) add to the imagined human form, 

simultaneously representing a double image of female fertility figure and priapic 

figure, so both male and female references are ambiguously present – an 

imagining that fuels my interest in the ambiguity of the grotesque. 

The origins of the image in two-dimensional form are exemplified in Figs 2.5 and 

2.6, which were the initial examples of my exploration into ambiguity of forms of 

the monstrous maternal figure reinterpreted as grotesque mounds. Although the 

original source was a 2D photograph it led to the possibility of representing the 

3D mounds as a 2D image with minimal depth of field or landscape reference. In 

other words, it allowed me to give free reign to the weird imaginings that I saw in 

these mounds in the field without being too literally tied to the image and 

landscape context. 
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Figs 2.5 & 2.6: Ian Hance 2015. Sketches based on Fig. 13 in Pictures of the Body, James 

Elkins, p.60. The Patient Catherine C., a “monstrously fat” woman. From Dartigues and 

Bonneau (no initials given); “Lipomatose, monstrueuse, principalement localisee a la partie 

sous-diaphragmatique”, Nouvelle Iconographie de la Salpetriere 12 (1899): 216-18, pl.31.  

 

The image of Gaia and Son (Fig. 2.7) and many other of my paintings represent 

the anthills as anthropomorphised female figures, symbolically presenting them 

as fertility figurines. Another interpretation could be a repository for the Termite 

Queen or ‘mother of the mound’ anthropomorphised into a figure that could 

reference archaic figures such as the Venus of Willendorf and other vertical 

sculptural representations of the female deity. 
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Fig. 2.7: Ian Hance 2015, Gaia and Son, oil on canvas, 160cm x 130cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

 

A humorous interpretation of the Madonna and Child is developed further in the 

painting (Fig. 2.8). whereby swaddling clothing and a huge Darwin Stubbie beer 

bottle sit incongruously in a mound located near Katherine. I can only assume 

that the dresser has been aware of the image of the Madonna and child in art 

history as the mother archetypical image, as to date no one has come forward as 

an author of this piece. 
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Fig. 2.8: Ian Hance 2015, Madonna and Child, oil on canvas, 175cm x 130cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 

Other archetypes referenced 

Like the mother archetype and grotesque humorous female forms of fertility 

figures, I have interpreted dressed-up mounds in other paintings as other 

archetypes that have Jungian origins. Listed amongst the chief types and the 

innumerable hybrid types are the Great Mother, the Maiden, the Trickster, the 

Hero and the Anima and Animus (male and female) (Jung, 1991). These are 

archetypes that I have identified in my work that can be interpreted in a way that 

is relevant to the humour I have perceived in the north. The Jungian ‘trickster’ or 
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joker relates to the larrikin in the Top End or figures including the criminal element 

in Escaped Prisoner (Fig. 2.26). Darwin Stubbie (Fig. 2.9.) is a humorous 

comment on the Hero (as a prodigious beer drinker) and a humorous take on the 

concept of Australian potlatch – in other words, a celebration of excess within 

Australian mateship.  

 

 Fig. 2.9:  Ian Hance 2015, Darwin Stubbie, oil on canvas, 160cm x 130cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

The painting Odd Couple (Fig. 2.10) plays with ideas of the anima and animus 

and ideas of secrecy that relate to the unknowable stories that surround these 
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mounds mentioned in the introduction: “Hear no evil, see no evil and speak no 

evil” seems to be the motivating concept of the original dresser. 

 

Fig. 2.10:  Ian Hance 2015, Odd Couple, oil on canvas, 160cm x 130cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

 

In northern Australia the grotesque and weird imaginings applied to termite 

mounds have had a long history since the initial expeditions of explorers up to 

the present day. Early explorers recorded their reaction to the strangeness and 

the effect on the imagination in their diaries. The monumentality and grotesque 
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shapes suggested forms that were aligned with the human rather than the 

insectile.6 

Later reactions of garrisoned men of the armed forces during the World War 2 to 

the mounds also seized on their size, strangeness and uncanny appearance. The 

uncanny is also expressed through a doppelganger or an uncanny double being 

in counterpoint to the self, as identified in the following anecdote where there is 

a wonderful instance of the doppelganger (in foreignness). In this case, un-

adorned termite mounds caused general panic in the early days of WW2, when 

rumour said that the Japanese had invaded. A newcomer rushed into Katherine 

to alert the town of the Japanese army in the field. They were, in fact, termite 

mounds (Cubillo Family, personal communication, 20 October 2015). 

                                                           

6 Ludwig Leichhardt in his journal of the expedition to the gulf was very attentive to the collection 
of data and identification of all flora and fauna. The following extracts from his 1844-1845 
expedition diaries provide some of the earliest descriptions of termite mounds including the 
strange quality that resemble other things suggesting the grotesque. 

I followed the Casuarina Creek up to its head, and called it “Big Ant-hill Creek,” in 
consequence of numerous gigantic strangely buttressed structures of the white ant, 
which I had never seen of such a form, and of so large a size………The ant-hills were 
intimately connected with the rock, as the ants derived their materials for building from 
the minute particles of clay among the sand... …and the large ant-hills scattered through 
the forest at the foot of the hills, looked like so many wigwams. 

W. B. Wildey similarly describes the wonder and imaginings that observers of termite mounds in 
the Northern Territory had in an extract from his book published in 1876. 

So stupendous in size are these ant hills that in the mind of a person when gazing up 
at them almost become bewildered in contemplating or imagining he myriads of 
multitudes of insects which could have so substantially built them up, tiers of cones 
upon cones; and when built for what purpose could they have been erected?.......A 
traveller roaming amongst the largest, might, by a small stretch of the imagination, 
fancy them to be monuments of antiquity. In fact, some persons suppose them to have 
been constructed thousands of years ago (Wildey, 1876, p.121) 
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Drawing on concepts of soldiering in my painting Soldier / Settler (Fig. 2.11) the 

image could also refer to the archetypical hero, particularly when set against an 

unforgiving harsh landscape. The substitution of the crowbar for the gun is a 

playful interpretation of colonial war against this harsh and unforgiving landscape. 

A distinct feeling of kitschy nostalgia was evident in this dressed-up mound using 

a tourist’s hat and found crowbar, which is curiously at odds with the abject feeling 

of decayed and rotting clothing. I interpreted this mound as both hilarious and sad 

in line with the notion of the abjectly grotesque combining opposite emotions. 

Within abjection, opposite aspects such as horror and cheer, laughter and death, 

and “seriousness and laughter coexist and reflect one another” (Edwards & 

Graulund, 2013, p.37). 

 

Fig. 2.11: Ian Hance 2015, Soldier /Settler, oil on canvas, 120cm x 80cm. 

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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Members of the wartime Australian Air Force celebrated the unique and 

enormous size of an anthill near Darwin (as in Fig. 2.12). However, I have found 

no evidence of the humorous dressing-up of mounds in this period. Some 40 

years later an older resident of Wagait Beach described how, on the long journey 

to Darwin (along a bush track that was the only way to procure supplies), people 

used to stop at the ‘Mosh Pit’ which was a collection of mounds about half way to 

Darwin. The residents would always dress or re-dress the mounds in what I 

imagine is a way to ‘populate’ a site along a very lonely track similar to that in Fig. 

2.13. It also provided a humorous relief to the tedium of travel along an isolated 

and dusty track (K. Price, personal communication, 25 June 2015).  

 

                         

Fig. 2.12: 87th Squadron RAAF group and             Fig. 2.13: 20 ft. high mound, track termite 
mound c.1940. Photographer unknown.                 To Daly River 1912 Photographer unknown NT 
Archives                                                                NT Archives. 

.            
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The fascination with the termite mounds historically to the present day and the 

imagining the human and hybrid forms within them, thus points to a need for a 

cynosure or focal point within these vast landscapes to provide interest to 

counteract the tedium of travel and boredom.  

         

2.2  Boredom – non-sensation as stimulus  

… what Bacon sought was the most concentrated form of 

expression: ‘the sensation without the boredom of its conveyance’ 

or, as he put it even more succinctly: ‘a shorthand of sensation’” 

(Michael Peppiatt, 2008, p.34.) 

Most travellers interviewed for this project have described the boredom that sets 

in when travelling long distances along the major highways of the Top End. Most 

see the landscapes as uninteresting and, together with the unremitting heat, glare 

and humidity, prefer to travel in air conditioning with some sort of entertainment, 

particularly music. Thus, cocooned from what is a hostile environment, there is 

little actual connection with the landscape, unless of course there is a collision 

with the local fauna. The trauma of road kill is an integral part of the experience 

of the highway in that road kill is abundantly present on all outback roads. Given 

the boredom and carnage on the highways, it is not surprising that roadside 

attractions and kitschy humour become a high point of the journey. This is 

evidenced not only in the mounds but also in the kitsch collections of artefacts 

and images that are placed in most of the wayside stops and hotels of this region. 

Matei Calinescu discusses the nature of a hedonistic attraction of kitsch as the 
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antidote to the mediocrity of boredom: “The fun of kitsch is just the other side of 

terrible and incomprehensible boredom” (Calinescu, 1987, p.248). Hedonism 

need not necessarily imply humour, but I maintain the kitsch inherent in the 

mounds shows a humorous reaction to the abject, the ironic and darker qualities 

of boredom. These reactions are discussed below. 

Elizabeth Goodstein (2005) in Experience without Qualities argues the concept 

of boredom as being a modern malaise that has plagued western society since 

the industrial revolution of the 19th century. The notion of the ‘interior’ self-

reflection as a modern subjectivity is linked to the increasing crisis in the lack of 

existential meaning exacerbated by the breakdown in beliefs in the age of 

enlightenment. Similarly, Julia Kristeva (1982) situates boredom as a reaction to 

a lack of illusionistic ideals or faiths which, up to the modern era provided 

comfort/ shelter, and are now made worse by universal anxiety over depleting 

resources, and fatigue. Julian Jason Haladyn argues  

being bored is regarded primarily as the private experience of a given 

person, yet it is one shared generally by a multitude of people – so many 

in fact that it can be viewed as an assumed response indicative of anyone 

who is not fully engaged or, more precisely, entertained at a given 

moment or by a given object or event (Haladyn, 2015, p.31). 

It is clear from my enquiries that travellers on the highways are subject to a lack 

of full engagement with the outback landscape and further there is often an 

anxiety in the experience of an often-hostile landscape. Within the combination 

of boredom and anxiety, Kristeva, in her essay on Celine, locates a response to 

the gloom of boredom as “abjection and piercing laughter” (Kristeva, 1982, 
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p.133). Similarly, writer and philosopher Timothy Morton maintains that humans 

need to embrace the abject since we cannot be separated from all that is 

monstrous or disgusting and meaningless in nature (including in the human 

condition), and not “try to escape into a pure and pristine world that does not exist 

“(Morton, 2007, p 196). His coinage of the term ‘hyper objects’ to mean a 

condition such as global warming or radiation as conditions that we no longer 

have much control over, or that is now too large to visualise or conceptualise, 

indicates that these envelope mankind and are now inescapable. So, we may as 

well accept and embrace it. Melancholic and pathetic as this seems, it is not 

without a sense of irony, in that he maintains that we need to get comfortable with 

weirdness and by accepting begin to live more positively (Morton, 2007). The 

inferred acceptance of a dire situation uses strategies to engender enjoyment of 

life, not the least being humouring to escape universal boredom and Kristeva’s 

universal anxiety. 

The relationship of humour in the dressed-up termite mounds can be seen as a 

reaction to the states of abjection experienced in challenging aspects of travelling 

through the outback, but also as a reaction to boredom mentioned above. It 

seems that unknown travellers or locals respond to ennui or boredom by dressing 

up mounds, often employing a dark humour often with kitsch overtones. In my 

practice, the theme of boredom is investigated on two fronts; firstly, I see it as a 

stimulus for travellers, tourists, grey nomads etc. to dress up termite mounds on 

their journeys along the highways of the tropical north, as stated earlier. I suggest 

that this is a reaction to what they perceive as a boring, monotonous landscape 

that somehow needs a focal point or at least some interesting feature added 
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which has been substantiated by the limited response from website postings and 

interviews. 

 Further, I maintain that they not only find the landscape boring but also being out 

of their normal stimulating environment, the extensive travelling is also a 

challenge. Secondly, I also draw on my own boredom to begin the practical 

aspect of painting in relationship to painting. As Robin Kingston describes in her 

thesis as working method: “Boredom and playfulness sometimes play a part, so 

the works are responsive to thought patterns that despite my intentions may be 

erratic, fractured or disparate” (Kingston 2007, p.88). The equivalent reaction to 

boredom in my painting could be said to be a horror vaccui in the need to 

complicate the composition or to give meaning and to perhaps populate a 

landscape with figures.  

Initially, it seemed a natural reaction to me, as a landscape painter, to develop 

the concepts of the figure in the landscape to give significance to some of the 

more isolated and sparse landscapes. The figures of dressed-up termite mounds 

gave me, like the other travellers, a figure in the landscape as subject. My own 

intermittent boredom in the eleven road trips conducted so far, like others, is also 

related to the tedium of great distances travelled through monotonous tropical 

savannah woodland where the examples of dressed-up mounds exist. It is not 

the quality of this woodland, which is diverse in its flora and fauna, and ironically 

including feral diversity, but in the sheer quantity of it which for me produces a 

sort of ennui or contemplative numb state which I suggest is the equivalent of 

daydreaming. Like Kingston mentioned above, I use this boredom to stimulate 
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my thought processes in painting. The fun of kitsch as an antidote to boredom 

and ennui has driven this enquiry from the outset. 

Boredom and Kitsch 

Clément Greenberg argues that boredom is linked to a lack of a folk culture in the 

urban masses and they look for a “culture fit for their own consumption” 

(Greenberg, 1969, p.5) and further seek diversion and “being insensitive to the 

values of genuine culture seek an ersatz culture of the kitsch” (Ibid, p.5). This 

would explain the kitsch nature of the dressings as being a spontaneous reaction 

in an environment that has little evidence of high culture. The outback pubs and 

wayside stops and, even most small outback towns of the north, lack an artistic 

hub of high art. Most examples of display are kitsch. 

There is a similarity between the leaving behind of items of clothing and other 

materials on mounds and the leaving behind of personal items in pubs and 

wayside stops. Tourists and others also leave items behind on fences and trees 

that form amusing kitsch accumulations of like objects: thongs trees, bra trees, 

boot trees, underwear fences etc. These have all been recorded along the 

highways in the north as well as other places in the world (Muecke and Wergin, 

2014).  

Like Haladyn’s notion of people lacking ‘full engagement’, Stephen Muecke and 

Carsten Wergin suggest that tourists experience a disconnect with the vast 

landscapes of the outback, which they see as a boring non-place. Their leaving 

behind of articles of clothing and kitschy personal items in the quirky outback 

pubs, is seen as a kind of reverse souveniring. They coined the term “Surveniring” 
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– instead of buying or acquiring articles to commemorate a journey they leave 

often very intimate and personal items behind: “…replacing the French sous 

(under) with sur (on) changes its meaning from memories ‘coming under’ to things 

‘coming on’. “The intention behind such ‘survenirs’ is not to remove culture, 

identity or meaning from a place, it is not commemoration by taking an object with 

you, as a souvenir, but instead to superimpose culture, identity, even oneself on 

a place” (Muecke and Wergin, 2014, p.3). 

This process of ‘coming on’ or putting one’s stamp on a location, in my view sits 

behind the dressing up of mounds and is linked to the boredom of travelling long 

distances in the remote Australian outback. As Muecke and Wergin suggest the 

motivation appears to make of a landscape that seems to be “nowhere into 

somewhere” (Ibid, 2014). This occurs in tracts of land that have indigenous native 

title yet have no obvious indigenous cultural markers that are apparent to tourists 

and other travellers.  

2.3:  Truncation, and subversion of tensions: 3D to 2D: The middle 

distance in painting 

Materially, in my paintings I use monotony, or boredom, symbolically in the use 

of certain colours such as glaucous green as a plane of unrelieved ambiguous 

space; textured allowing it to be read as a frontal planal surface, yet recessive 

due to its cool temperature. I see this green as a generalisation of the greens of 

the savannah woodland of the top end, and as a void or a meaningless space 

that, like the landscape perceived by tourists, needs livening up by the inclusion 

of incongruous humour of the grotesque that the dressed-up mounds represent 
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as in Fig. 2.14. The dry season conversely produces great walls of grasses that 

translate in colour to a reduced warm yellow, dusty and dull. The use of these 

colours to suggest ambiguous spaces and other colours used ambiguously is 

discussed under an ambiguous palette and the relationship of formlessness of 

colour to the grotesque. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.14:  Ian Hance 2015, Domestic Violence Alert, oil on canvas, 120cm x 90cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 

 

The generalisation of the ‘wall’ of glaucous green or the dusty yellows of the 

savannah woodlands brings to the fore problems of spatial relationships in 
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painting – a flattening out. It is as if the experience of the savannah landscape 

subverts the usual landscape convention of seeing tripartite divisions of 

foreground, middle distance and background spaces. A discussion of how I and 

other artists have dealt with the middle distance within spatial divisions follows.  

In this section I attempt to link processes of truncation and economy of tension to 

the tension and release of humour through the problems of the middle distance 

in painting. I apply truncation to my own works where there are elements of 

incongruous surprise, incompletion and truncation of the expected norm. 

John Meyer’s first theory of humour, noted in Chapter one, is that a sudden 

release of physical and psychological tensions resulting in relieved laughter is 

linked to the incongruous. Julia Kristeva (1982) in Powers of Horror discusses the 

abject and ambivalent nature of Celine’s writing style that for me suggests a link 

with the comic elements that underpin the larrikin humour that is present in the 

north of Australia as discussed in Chapter One. In discussing Celine’s method of 

combining exclamatory phrases in truncated sentences and the use of 

exclamation marks and the three suspending dots […] within the text, Kristeva 

maintains that he has expressed a fascinating comedy of abjection and horror. 

The suspended quality of his sentences allows for transgressive ideas or at least 

ambivalent descriptions that evoke opposites of emotions such as “disgust and 

excitement, joy and revulsion” (Kristeva, 1982, p.204). All elements that can make 

up a horrific laughter or an apocalyptic laughter that has its roots in the repressed 

and suppressed, and in its gushing out, has all the tension relief of humour. These 

methods of truncation, incompleteness and suspension I use to similarly express 

ambiguities visually in painting whereby I attempt to combine the opposite 
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emotions in my work to express something of a combination of humour and the 

abject within the grotesque with a kitsch overtone. 

In Australian literature, poets- both indigenous and non-indigenous- often draw 

upon landscape imagery. Like Celine's prose that truncates and is innovative in 

grammatical convention, David Brooks, in discussing the landscape poetry of 

Lionel Fogarty, maintains: 

One of the most significant factors contributing to Fogarty's 

distinctive verbal texture is what we might call his agrammaticality, 

a departure from normative usage that can seem a lexical version 

of what in painting might be called naif and which can be 

misapprehended as grammatical ignorance or failure ... (Brooks, 

2017, p.2). 

Fogarty's placement of seemingly incoherent words within the context of a 

sentence and the combination of multiple meanings within a single word, within 

an ambiguous context, allow for resonance in imagery that reflects Elkin's 

discussion on the lack of a primary subject in art discussed below. The resulting 

polyvalence and ambiguities are similar to the effects that I aim for in my 

paintings. The application to the ambiguities of colour, form, space and 

organisation of pictorial tensions in my works, particularly in the background 

landscape context, also play with truncation, abbreviation and the seeming anti-

aesthetic of the naif. 

In analysing truncation in classical Chinese landscape painting, Michael Turner 

describes the depiction of clouds or a blank white space inserted between 

foreground and background as a substitution for the middle ground. This “solution 

of the problem of representing distance in a three-dimensional space on a two-
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dimensional surface” (Turner 2009, p.115,116) allows the eye to travel smoothly 

from foreground to background, resulting in a flattening out of the picture plane. 

Moreover, the blank space, fog, smoke, cloud or void stand for the extreme 

foreshortening of the middle distance that occurs in viewing a flat terrain, with a 

dominant foreground and with an imposing background, say with mountains or 

immense skies (Fig. 2.15), as a view that is typical, for instance, in outback 

Australia and the open remote spaces of Northern Australia. I attempt to use 

truncation or compression as an organisation of tensions within the picture plane 

that echo the structure of the joke or humour in its condensation of tension to the 

final punch line. A sort of visual wit wherein there is a context against which the 

main incongruous image of the mound is set. 

 

Fig. 2.15: Kuohsi, Ancient Chinese Landscape Painting, Ink on paper, dimensions and date 

unknown. www. shutterstock image © 
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The contemporary artist David Hockney has investigated the way a personal 

vision can modify perspective into fragmented and truncated imagery. In his 

series dealing with remote landscape in A Closer Grand Canyon (Fig. 2.16) he 

decreases the representation of the middle distance, yet the painting resolves as 

a work of landscape art through his use of reversal of warm-cool contrasts that 

violate the norms of aerial perspective represented by colour. In an interview in 

2011 he states:  

We like space, I mean, I do, I’m a space freak really. If a landscape 

is a spatial experience, then how do you capture it as an artist? The 

Grand Canyon is the world’s greatest hole, thrilling to look down 

into, it’s not a perspective place, no focus, no centre, no focal point: 

The grandeur of it is very difficult to capture. (Hockney, 2011) 

The resolution of the work is comprised of multiple panels or multiple views that 

fragment, then re-establish a feeling of the middle ground through its use of 

painterly textures and vibrant colour, asserting proximity or a closer relationship 

to the viewer; an immersion into vivid colour that negates the norms of 

perspective, whereby colour shape sits ambiguously forward or backwards. The 

enormous scale of these works has an all-enveloping effect that helps to establish 

a virtual middle distance. 



102 

 

 

Fig. 2.16: David Hockney 1998, A Closer Grand Canyon (detail), oil on canvas, 60 canvasses, 

207cm x 744.2cm. Louisiana Museum of Modern Art © 

 

In my painting Virgin and Apocalypse (Fig. 2.17) the middle distance is 

deliberately obscured. The dark void that sits where the middle ground would 

normally be viewed reads more distantly than the vast sky above. Like Hockney, 

the background advances in front of these darks. In effect, the middle distance is 

simplified to a void and made grotesque in its formlessness. The resolution of the 

painting relies on colour in space rather than form, in that the colours have a 

minimal reference to the local colours of the landscape forms. In my painting the 

nurturing and spirituality are made humorous, more in keeping with Kristeva’s 

(1982) grotesquely abject apocalyptic humour.  
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Fig. 2.17: Ian Hance 2017, Virgin and Apocalypse, oil on canvas, 183cm x 140cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance.  

Truncation and subverting the landscape divisions is taken further into the 

negative imagery that sits ambiguously both forward and back as under-painted 

textures that reference landscape and mound growing out of that landscape and 

its ambiguous space. In Scary Move (Fig. 2.18) there is an incongruity and 

ambiguity of space in the scumbled sky area that sits forward of the underpainting 

of the mound and earth. The detail of the mask and clothing by contrast 

emphasise the simplification and truncation of the landscape in an incongruous 

and kitschy humorous way. 
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Fig. 2.18: Ian Hance 2018, Scary Move, oil on canvas, 120cm x 80cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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Fig. 2.19: Rob Brown 2009, My Mum and Dad Went to Katherine and … , mixed media, 120cm 
x 100cm. Collection Lisa Grier © 

 

In and of itself the avoidance of a detailed middle distance, as discussed in other 

artist’s work, is not specifically related to humour. However, in some works the 

transgressive suggests a wit or whimsy as seen in the work of another Darwin 

artist Rob Brown (Fig. 2.19). Here, the combination of subversive grotesque 

humour has been combined with the absence of middle distance. His red 

background reads both recessively and frontally. Like the Hockney, the warm 

colour sits forward yet recedes within the convention of perspective. The use of 

the ambiguous red amplifies the kitschy t-shirt and its heart. 
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Further, in Brown’s painting the depiction of the mass-produced plaster images 

of Christ plays with ideas of kitsch reproduction. A subversive humour is 

expressed by the duality or contradiction in the play of meanings referring to 

Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution contra the Biblical creationist view.  

2.4  My Australian colour palette; through an ambiguous lens 

The ambiguity of space as in the middle distance discussed above can be 

expressed by ambiguity of colour as in the Rob Brown painting. In the following, 

I discuss colour ambiguities and indefinable formless colour in its relationship to 

the grotesque and demonstrate incongruity in colour applied to kitsch humour in 

my work. I discuss the nature of an ambiguous palette applied to the notions of a 

kitschgrotesque subject.  

Geoffrey Galt Harpham (2006), Frances Connelly (2003) and others argue that 

one of the major characteristics of the grotesque lies in its nature of formlessness 

and the ill-defined, between the known and the unknown. In my colour 

investigations I have used the notion of the formlessness of colour or at least the 

shifting values of a colour that take on differing meanings when they are 

juxtaposed with other colours or placed in different contexts. 

In discussing Cezanne’s use of ambiguity of colour in space, Pavel Machotka 

describes the use of opaque colours that convert a normally transparent sky 

space into a colour patches that sit on the surface of the painting. Cezanne is 

clearly playing with dialectics and reversals of positive and negative space in 

using a cool blue that rides out over other landscape features (Machotka, 1996). 
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In like manner, the reversal and ambiguity of formal colour space is expressed 

by the use of two incongruous colours of a watercolour by Paul Klee (Fig. 2.20).  

 

Fig. 2.20: Paul Klee 1921, Crystal Gradation, watercolour, 24.5cm x 31.5cm.  

Kunst museum, Basel ©.  

In his description of this work, John Gage speaks about the possibility of a 

greenish red or a reddish green as antithesis of Wittgenstein’s “logical 

impossibility” of perceiving the opposites of red and green at the same time (Gage 

1999, p.58). David Batchelor, on the other hand, agrees with Wittgenstein, 

stating, “red and green are opposed in the sense that I can’t imagine a 

combination of the two hues” (Batchelor, 2014, p82). Yet Klee seems to have 

achieved it in watercolour. Klee uses the mixtures of the opposites of red and 

green to suggest ambiguous spaces and forms, whereby the light greens being 

cool colours should recede and conversely the warmth of the reddish mixtures 



108 

 

should advance, but in fact visually seem to sit on the same planes. In this 

watercolour, ambiguous mixtures are explored in the intermediaries between the 

incongruous opposites of red and green, and thus to my mind a grotesque 

reversal of colour space is evoked. 

Elsewhere, Gage discusses indefinable and unanalysable colour in the work of 

Georges Seurat,whereby colour evades terminology and categorising into named 

colours: 

Seurat was reluctant to talk in more than the most general terms 

about the colour he was creating because it was impossible to talk 

about these colours at all….It was the old problem, that we may 

quantify the stimuli but not the perception…… one of the many 

paradoxes in Seurat’s method is that the technique of dotting which 

allowed him to analyse light in painting to an unprecedented degree 

….. should have produced many ‘colours’ which because of their 

fluid, shimmering character defy analysis” (Gage, 1999, p.227)  

In the following discussion I develop the concept of ambiguity and formlessness 

of colour in my use of the local colours of the tropical north adapted from the 

palette of paint manufacturer Art Spectrum Co. which in the late 1970s and early 

1980s was based in Carlton, Victoria. The company developed a series of colours 

in oils, watercolours and gouache for artists that made up what it called an 

Australian palette. Its Australian palette is discussed as it relates to themes in my 

practice. Previously in my practice as a landscape painter in watercolour, I was 
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privy to the conversations about the problems in establishing uniquely Australian 

colours that were designed for the industry.7 

            
Aust. red gold      Aust. green gold        Aust. leaf green              lilac                    Pilbara red                    turquoise         

                                             

Tasman Blue      Aust. leaf green cool      Aust. blue violet        Aust. red violet             Aust. grey                             coral  

 

Fig. 2.21: Australian colours extracted from the Art Spectrum Company colour chart. 

The Art Spectrum colour guide lists (as in Fig. 2.21) many of the qualities and 

complexities of these unique landscape colours, some of which I have often used 

                                                           

7 The methodologies that the colourist and employee of the company, the late Joseph 
De lutis (colourist and chemist) used to develop the Australian palette was through day 
to day consultation with the manufacturers and owner of Art Spectrum, David Keys, as 
well as with artists and suppliers of the raw materials. (D. Vale, personal communication, 
10 June 2016) Most artists consulted or who enquired about the possibility of making 
new colours were usually pre-eminent in their discipline and mainly landscape painters 
(L. Foletta, personal communication, 15 April 2016). It must be stressed that the colours 
were decided upon by consensus in discussion with many Australian landscape painters 
and was based more on observation rather than subjective interpretation.  Having 
established the palette major artists such as the English painter John Walker used the 
colours whilst in Australia. It should be mentioned that David Keys (senior) was also a 
painter and had close associations with most Australian artists who in their day to day 
dealings had discussed colours with him (D Keys Jnr, personal communication, 15 
October 2016). The palette has remained on the market and has been added to over 
time, however it has had limited exposure overseas, the supplier in London, Neil Wallace 
felt that there would be limited interest at that time (N. Wallace, personal 
communication,15 October 2016). Thus, it remains a uniquely Australian palette. Having 
said that, there were always similar colours made by mainly European manufacturers 
such as Windsor and Newton, however as the landscape painters in Australia became 
more attuned to Australia’s unique light, there evolved the need for localised colours. 
Fig.2.21.   
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as a starting point in my investigation of the ambiguities inherent in them. There 

are assorted colours that have listed residual overtones and undertones of other 

colours. These residues or flavours are a kind of Terroir, (a wine term): a kind of 

subtle overtone or undertone rather like the complex flavours in wine and are thus 

a subtle metaphor for the “associative radiances” or a memory of the earth itself.  

The working out through practice involves, as mentioned above, a systematic 

enquiry into how the Australian palette can be used in my stance on the humour 

within the abject and the kitschgrotesque. One way to express the shifting nature 

of kitsch and grotesque is to look at colours that have inherent ambiguities or at 

least use them in an ambiguous way. The discussion is divided into many themes 

regarding various forms of humour and has accents on particular palettes, and 

each painting is discussed individually below. 

Pilbara red  

Pilbara red in the Art Spectrum palette is considered an earth colour in its 

reference to the soils of the Pilbara, which gives it a solidity. In the canvas 

‘Corridor’ (Fig. 2.22) where it has been reduced to a ‘wash’ or white added, the 

effects achieved are of a complex textured light that references solid earth yet 

simultaneously is atmospheric. There are references to the pinks of flesh as well 

as a residue of transparent golden light. The ambiguity of Pilbara red in its 

mixtures as they relate to the uncertainty of what is earth or what is flesh in this 

painting will be also discussed later in the works relating to grotesque 

anthropomorphised figures. The humour in this work is a whimsical reference to 

a mother and child that relies on the gentle washes of Pilbara red to achieve a 
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sort of intimate and all enveloping warm space that produces a kitsch feeling in 

its sentimentality.  

 

Fig. 2.22: Ian Hance 2015, Corridor, oil on canvas, 120cm x 90cm. Photograph Ian Hance. 

 

Pilbara red in the Fitzroy Crossing painting, Bride at Night Fitzroy Crossing 

(Fig. 2.23) is used to make the atmosphere (humid and hot) palpable as well as 

a light source. Its use as a solid under-painted ground makes for an all-over 

glowing light but its mixture with cerulean blue gives a solidity that is ambiguously 

both form and atmosphere. The resultant eerie glow contrasts with the impasto 

use of Pilbara red in the solid termite mound, which brings attention to the surface 

in its rich texture and gloss. The use of Pilbara red in ‘Corridor’ (Fig. 2.22) is more 
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evocative of flesh and skin, where it is as if the skin of the figure has become a 

pink atmospheric space (or ambiguously a ground).  

 

Fig. 2.23: Ian Hance 2016, Bride at Night Fitzroy Crossing, oil on canvas, 135cm x 120cm. 

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

Further, the solid materiality of Pilbara red contrasts with its opposite expression 

of dematerialisation into a more atmospheric colour via the use of lilac in the mix. 

The figures themselves, made up of more solid impastos, are not so much a 

recording of the anecdote of observed figures but more about process or the 

event of working out of ideas through painterly treatment. The humour here is 

certainly more related to a darker concept of a grotesquely fat figure that 

resembles a bride, with its imposed veil and attendant fireflies, a feeling 

accentuated by the rather ham-fisted painterly application of thick paint. 
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Australian red gold  

Australian red gold in Bride at Night 2 (Fig. 2.24), behaves similarly in the 

application of solid and washed-out surface texture spanning both earth and 

atmosphere. In Gaia and Son (Fig. 2.7), the underlying drip texture reads both in 

recession and as a surface plane. In both paintings the earth-like solidity of this 

colour contrasts with the radiance of atmospheric glazing and staining. 

.  

Fig. 2.24: Ian Hance 2015, Bride at Night 2, oil on canvas, 135cm x 120cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 
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The use of red gold to explore aspects of flesh and earth is seen in the painting 

based on Madonna and Child, Gaia and Son (Fig. 2.7) and many of the paintings 

represent the anthills as anthropomorphised female figures, symbolically 

presenting them as fertility figurines. The humour is focused on the emergence 

of these gross forms from the earth itself, with a grotesque use of the ambiguity 

between skin/flesh and earth/skin. My investigation into painting techniques that 

speak about the abject and ambiguity involve textures and brushwork that mimic 

the weathering effects of the tropical environment. Colour, and analogy through 

colour, forms a large part of my enquiry in painting and as Deleuze (2008, p82.) 

points out in his study of Francis Bacon, “painting is the analogical art par 

excellence, it is even the form through which analogy becomes a language by 

passing through a diagram”. In the analogical thinking of human and non-human 

surfaces, the concepts of skin and flesh/meat sits well with the analogy of paint. 

As a painter, the hands-on approach to applying paint and the richness of oil 

painting surfaces are important to my method of working out ideas physically 

through processes (Carter, 2012). 

Australian green gold: spittle and louche 

Australian green gold holds a close association with red gold being partly 

complementary yet partly analogous in its harmonies with it. Its viscosity makes 

it partly atmospheric yet also solid, qualities which I have used in Escaped 

Prisoner (Fig. 2.25). Louche refers to a decadence or tastelessness that is 

appealing in some way as in Escaped Prisoner, which is expressive of a 

grotesque sexuality yet retaining an engaging kitsch humour. The atmospheric 

qualities of green gold in its downward fluid application counterpoint the upward 
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thrust of the red gold mixtures originating from the ground/earth to the apex of 

the helmet. This construction was a reference to the escapee who was found 

hiding in the near vicinity a few years ago and is a local’s humorous take on the 

search. The escaped prisoner is simultaneously emerging out of hiding 

(recovered) and gone to ground (a sort of visual pun). Further, the nature of green 

gold used with a viscous medium is particularly abject and grotesque as it 

resembles mucus or spittle in its formlessness, being neither a fluid nor a solid 

(Bataille, 1985).  

 

Fig. 2.25: Ian Hance, Escaped Prisoner, oil on canvas, 183cm x 135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison 
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Many of the mounds have been selected for dressing simply because they have 

a feature that can be seen as an exaggerated sexual part or have a similarity to 

human sexual organs. In selecting some of these for my practice (as in Fig. 2.26) 

I make a comment on the sexual grotesque that involves concepts of the 

grotesque as being a dialogue between opposites as exemplified by attraction 

and repulsion or desire and disgust. I maintain that, like Bacon’s works, these 

partake not only of a queer grotesque (Edwards, J & Graulund, R, 2013) but also 

the abject in the use of the negative emotions.  

The incidence of a humorous use of underwear, “kinky” clothing and sex toys is 

very high on these mounds as in Fig.2.42. The accumulations of articles that 

reinforce references to the sexual body can be interpreted as kitsch mainly 

through their colour. The sweetness or sickly combination of the pink, lilacs and 

pale yellows suggest a kitsch or perhaps a camp sensibility as grotesque as in 

(Fig. 2.26). Lilac as an ambiguous colour is discussed below. 
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Fig. 2.26: Ian Hance 2017, Muffs and Bra, oil on canvas, 80cm x 56cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison 

Lilac 

The lilac and violet tones are present everywhere in the Australian landscape. 

The view of the Arnhem escarpment has a strong blue violet quality whereas the 

violets of the Kimberley, Gregory ranges and Pilbara are warmer. The wet season 

accentuates these violets by way of contrast with the saturated greens of the 

grasses and foliage, thus bringing up the red element complementarily. This Art 

Spectrum colour is unique in that it cannot be mixed to get a satisfactory 

substitute (the mixtures do not have the luminosity). The red part inherent in the 

lilac references earth, the blue part atmosphere as expression of duality in some 

of these works. Lilac is also present in flesh tones as a cooler variant of flesh 
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pinks made from Pilbara red and white and is used in conjunction or opposition 

to the violets of atmosphere and forms of the landscape.  

Saturation of atmosphere (humidity) produces saturation of colour in the earth 

mixtures of the termite mounds as well as the landscape, particularly in the 

violets, thus the temporality of the seasons is also recorded in these paintings. 

Echoing movements of the processes in the landscape are present in the inherent 

drip of the surfaces as in the event of the application of paint gesture and physical 

momentum of paint application or the handling (Fig. 2.27). In these paintings, lilac 

is used to amplify the ambiguity between observed landscape colour and an 

intimate feminine association, which is at odds with the remote and harsh 

qualities of, say, the Kimberley. Its kitsch association with femininity is developed 

in a number of the paintings, especially in the rendering of intimate apparel such 

as bras and panties as in Fig. 2.26. and in the clothing and background colour of 

No Fracking (Fig. 2.27). 
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Fig. 2.27: Ian Hance 2017, No Fracking, oil on canvas, 183cm x 135cm. Photograph Ian Hance. 

Turquoise as atmosphere and form: 

In discussing the work of Francis Bacon, Earnst van Alphen says that “it is if our 

skin is penetrated by affects generated by the presence of what we see not a 

mediated story, but the material reality of the painting” (van Alphen, 2000, p.66). 

Francis Bacon’s materiality and violent interpretations of figures can involve the 

abject (Deleuze, 2008). Similarly, my investigation of the materiality of paint 

surfaces explores the abject; examples discussed in the emotive nature of green 

gold, blacks and physically in the use of the drip runs in most of the colours 

outlined above, not least in the unique colour typical of the tropical north – 

Australian turquoise. 
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The equivalent of a cool green turquoise in Bacon’s Pope Innocent X (Fig. 2.28) 

is an emerald green or viridian; however, both emerald and viridian lack the 

vibrancy and light of Australian turquoise. Bacon’s mixtures of emerald green and 

violets give an ambiguity of form and space whereby the flattened picture plane 

is emphasised. Similarly, I have used the Australian turquoise as a ground that 

reads as a light-soaked colour that references both atmospheric space and formal 

qualities of the Top End landscape in the wet season or even the tropical seas 

as in Masked Figure (Fig. 2.29). This colour being a cool green should in fact 

recede, however its luminosity and opaque intensity sit it forward in the picture 

plane. Like the background in the Bacon the colour could also be read as an 

interior space due to its insistence on the surface plane or ‘wall’ that appears to 

enclose, yet it also reads as light or an atmosphere. 

 

Fig. 2.28: Francis Bacon 1953, Portrait of Pope Innocent X, oil on canvas, 150cm x130cm. 

AGNSW © 
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Fig. 2.29: Ian Hance 2017, Masked Figure, oil on canvas, 120cm x 80cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance.  

David Hockney’s Man-Water-Pool (Fig. 2.30) uses a tint of turquoise in his 

celebration of the hedonistic attitudes in California. The pool could be a substitute 

for the hedonism of the turquoise seas of warmer climates, not in the least in the 

tropical north of Australia. Here the choice of turquoise in the paint or surfaces of 

tropical suburban pools of the north (as well as in California) mimic the colour of 

the desired seas. I see this colour in its reproduction of the natural colour as a 

kitsch replication. The colour is both materially and atmospherically ambiguous 

in its application, as exemplified in my painting of what I consider the most kitsch 

of all pools – the infinity pool. Fig. 2.31. 
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Fig. 2.30: David Hockney 1982, Man, Water Pool, photo montage, 500cm x 447cm.  

Tate Britain © 

 

Fig. 2.31: Ian Hance 2018, Infinity Pool, oil on canvas,  

183cm x 140cm. Photograph Ian Hance. 
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Coral  

The complementary colour on the colour wheel to turquoise is a red that sits 

somewhere between vermillion and cadmium red. Coral in the Art Spectrum 

palette comes very close to this colour yet in its opacity forms a dialectic with 

turquoise, being similar in its ambiguous quality of being solid yet atmospheric. It 

has another dialectic in the effect of simultaneous contrast – they mutually 

enhance each other. In many works I have used it as a counterpoint to turquoise. 

In Fig. 2.32. I have used this colour to explore this ambiguity of form and 

atmospheric light.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig2.32:  Ian Hance 2018, Three Cones Stoned, oil on canvas, 183cm x135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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To my mind it has associations with the kitsch by its literal connection with actual 

coral that exists in the desired turquoise tropical northern seas, as in Fig. 2.31. 

Coral and shell artefacts have had a long tradition as kitsch souvenirs in Australia 

and the tropics as evidenced in Barry Humphry’s World of Kitsch (1980). 

                

Black transparent and solid 

Although black in this context of the exploration of an Australian palette is not 

unique, I have used the varying degrees of transparency and opacity in the 

material practice to explore ambiguities as in the other colours. Black being an 

amalgamation of all colours of the spectrum in an additive way also speaks about 

the disappearance of colour and light. The painted black backgrounds of some of 

my paintings similarly reference both void and formal space at the same time. 

They also speak about the in-between space of the canvas itself covered by 

pigment, and the sensed space of advancing forms in the picture plane. Rather 

than moving back into the picture plane as in Renaissance perspective, the 

volumes established sit forward in an ambiguous space. 

Glossy transparent backs and solid black pigments combined with their relative 

greyscale ‘silvers’ explore this in-between space. Other artists such as Gerhardt 

Richter and Rembrandt have used the ambiguities of black. Rembrandt’s 

tensions of warm and cool blacks similarly give life and articulation to an 

otherwise void of black. Pierre Soulages similarly uses impasto glossy blacks 

against flat blacks that explore formal and spatial properties as in Fig. 2.33.  



125 

 

The void also speaks about disappearance, if we accept Baudrillard’s (1985) 

concepts of reality in our age (the Anthropocene) as disappearing behind the 

black screen of the internet and digital media. Thus, there is a poignancy inherent 

in the black screen or black rectangle of painting in the sense of loss or absence. 

Adorno argues that black is the colour of radical art and the colour of 

impoverishment (or loss) and thus “the ideal of blackness with regard to content 

is one of the deepest impulses of abstraction (Adorno, 1997, p.40), a concept that 

is exemplified in the Soulages painting. Black also speaks about the invisible and 

as such invokes the non-material or the formlessness of the grotesque.  

 

Fig. 2.33: Pierre Soulages 1956, 27 Juil let, oil on canvas, 130.2cm x162.5cm. 

Collection of the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, Montreal. 

Courtesy Dominique Lévy and Galerie Perrotin.(©) 
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Fig. 2.34: Ian Hance 2016, Night Visitor, oil on canvas, 80cm x 56cm. Photograph Ian Hance. 

The high-vis reflective strips on clothing startlingly highlighted by the great white 

lights and by lightning in Newlyweds, Katherine (Fig. 2.35.) play with a more 

comic idea of disappearance or material/non-material, using silvers to depict the 

startling reflection of high-vis tape on clothing picked up by the great whites 

(extremely powerful LED lights that probe into the verges of the highway). The 

effect on the traveller is startling and entertaining, especially if seen in peripheral 

vision. The intended humour is a play on high-viz., the low-viz. is the double 

portrait of the low grotesque of the ‘carnivalesque’. The high-viz clothing, 

decorated welding helmet, bridal veil and dolls head all point to kitsch 

associations.  
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However, on a much more profound note, both Lucien Freud and Francis Bacon 

stress the fact that painting or indeed any of the visual arts are the only strategic 

activity to be engaged in if we contemplate the black void of the cosmos as a 

godless universe, and both see painting in particular as a distraction to be 

engaged in before our own final disappearance (Sylvester, 1980). There is a dark 

humour within this concept of disappearance suggested in this painting as well 

as in Night Visitors (Fig. 2.34), as if the apparition of two termite personas have 

moved right up to the windscreen of the Suzi and are peering in. The occupants 

of the Suzi seem to have evacuated or perhaps become termite mounds 

themselves. 

 

Fig. 2.35: Ian Hance 2016, Newlyweds, Katherine, oil on canvas, 183 cm x 145 cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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 Several truck drivers have expressed fright at the misperception of mounds with 

high-viz clothing at night appearing similar to someone about to run onto the 

highway (K. Goldsmith, personal communication, 24 December 2016). 

2.5: Heuristic play: facture 

Concepts of play link to heuristic artistic enquiry applied to postmodern aesthetics 

of the kitsch and indeed ribald humour as in the carnivalesque grotesque as an 

associative theme of kitsch. Heuristic play in my practice involves problem-

solving or experimental discovery, largely through trial and error methods. 

Facture is the quality of the execution of a painting – an artist’s characteristic 

handling of paint; further Iona Singh states “the combination of materials used 

generatively to convey color and the effect they have on the canvas is known by 

the term ‘facture’ (Singh, 2012, p.46). In other words, facture is the unique way 

an artist uses brushwork and skills in the application of colour to achieve 

sensation and effects. 

The argument by Adorno, Gadamer and other theorists on the aesthetic is that 

heuristic play is an essential process of the avant-garde (Bruns, 2006) and 

necessarily involves enjoyment and constant playfulness with aesthetics. 

Invariably, as Adorno argues, the kitsch will always resurface particularly where 

humour is involved (Adorno, 1997, p.237). Gerald Bruns quotes Gadamer’s 

enquiry into the playful nature of Marcel Duchamp, presenting found objects as 

high art subverting the aesthetic expectation (kitsch) yet revealing something new 

in the aesthetic experience. 
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In play, there are no certain or exact standards of taste. Similarly, Sontag 

maintains that “taste has no system and no proofs. But there is sometimes a logic 

of taste: the consistent sensibility which underlies and gives rise to a certain taste” 

(Sontag, 1966, p.1). The taste in kitsch underlies contemporary painters such as 

Odd Nerdrum and, in Australia, artists such as Juan Davila. Australian 

performance artist Barry Humphries has located a long fascination with the kitsch 

in Australian art and artefacts. In the sardonically humorous take in Treasury of 

Australian Kitsch on all forms of art, applied art and architecture of Australia since 

Federation, he maintains that there is a playful combination of natural imagery 

with a mannered style in their design that has a sentimental attitude to Australia. 

Moreover, he maintains that the kitsch is a particularly Australian democratic style 

in that it appeals to the masses and higher echelons of taste as evidenced in the 

universal appeal in the iconic Sydney Opera House (Humphries ,1980).   

Although Donald Kuspit (2000) in The Rebirth of Painting in the late Twentieth 

Century makes no mention of the term kitsch in his discussion on Odd Nerdrum’s 

paintings, other critics have stressed that he is a kitsch painter par excellence. 

This is a stance that Odd Nerdrum himself takes. The closest Kuspit comes to 

this referent is Nerdrum’s reproduction of style or mimicking the style of the old 

masters (Fig. 2.36). 

“He has in fact revitalized, even quintessentialized, what has 

become an Old Master’s cliché- the subtle oscillation and tension 

between light and dark that structures emotional life-showing that 

nothing in art is obsolete, so long as it can still be put to human use” 

(Kuspit 2000, P 137-8).  
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Fig. 2.36: Odd Nerdrum 1998, Self Portrait in a Golden Gown, oil on canvas,  

167cm x 144cm. Image Forum Gallery, Los Angeles ©.  

 

Kuspit’s avoidance of the negative connotations of kitsch as bad art suggests that 

he is aware of the difficulty in defining what exactly kitsch is in the late 20th 

century and in post modernism and whether it lacks good taste (which backs up 

Morton’s comment that all art is someone else’s kitsch).  

Although Nerdrum’s oeuvre bears no relationship to humour and has no 

significance to the Australian context in which my research is located, I 

nevertheless detect a certain playfulness that I relate to the kitsch aesthetics 

outlined above. I include this example to highlight my similar oil painting 

techniques that reflect (ironically) a similar romantic tradition, particularly in the 
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use of tensions between light and dark, smooth brushwork against textures to 

exaggerate ambiguity and an incongruous humour. Like Nerdrum, I focus on 

attention to detail in the drapery which, like the qualities of the satin in Watteau’s 

Pierrot, becomes the main focus in my work, adding to the feeling of incongruity 

when set against a generally loose treatment of the landscape as discussed 

above. 

In the Australian context, I discuss the playfulness of kitsch in painting through 

the work of Ben Quilty and Juan Davila, and further an analysis of play in its 

relationship to kitsch and a nihilistic black humour that has parallels to my work.  

The tacit knowledge of painting plays a significant part in my studio research as 

well as the development of ideas in my daily journal and in the working over with 

paint on photographic images. Like Daniel Mafe, I acknowledge that the 

unknowns and uncertainties in working through practice are central to the making 

of art and further the question arises as expressed by Wes Hill in an interview 

with Mafe: “How does the principle of uncertainty figure in an artistic sensibility, 

which is at once serious and playfully theoretical and poetic?” (Hill, 2011, p48). 

These concepts of the playful in the serious are at the centre of my interest in the 

termite mounds seen through the lens of the kitschgrotesque.  

Like play being stated as an essential process of the avant garde above, I 

maintain that play is the modus operandi of painting and the playful application of 

paint including a playful humour is discussed in the following. 
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Fig. 2.37: Frank Auerbach 1986, Portrait of J.Y.M., oil on canvas, 60cm x 65cm.  

Marlborough Fine Art © 

Frank Auerbach’s portrait and landscape paintings demonstrate a quality of 

playfulness in the application of impasto gestural marks that describe yet are 

ambiguously abstract (Fig. 2.37). Here also meaning is ambiguous; is the subject 

paint or a portrait? The playfulness is obvious: witty and humorously impulsive, 

whimsical and yet considered. Catherine Lampert quotes a catalogue 

introduction by Lucien Freud… “In fact, his work is brimming with information 

conveyed with an underlying delicacy and humour that puts me in mind of the last 

days of Socrates” (Lampert, 2015, p.137.) Further, to underscore the playfulness 
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inherent in application of paint within aesthetics Timothy Morton, in his insistence 

on the future kitsch aesthetic, says: “What we want is a playful seriousness” 

(Morton,2016, p.116). Moreover, Morton argues that one way to counteract the 

anxiety within his “dark ecology’ is to focus on the playfulness of toys: “Toys are 

suspended between being and appearing, Toys play” (Ibid, p.143). 

Australian artist Ben Quilty’s work also evokes a playful painterly approach. A 

playful sense of realism of the hyper-real object is established through a playful 

and dramatic sense of strong directional light represented by the white primed 

canvas. The heavily impasto plasticity of paint in the facture of the work add to its 

immediacy and sense of the real. The facture in Quilty’s work, like Auerbach’s, 

uses impasto paint and strong vibrant colours in an exploratory playful manner, 

yet differs from the abstraction of Auerbach in that his images are readily 

identifiable. In Private Phil Butler 7ARU, Fig. 2.38, elements of kitschy humour 

are inescapable, combined with abject and uncanny overtones of the grotesque. 

The reference to the kitschy Toby mug in this painting plays on Australian punning 

humour as well as the tradition of heavy drinking amongst Australian males. The 

‘mug’ portrait is of a returned soldier from the Vietnam War (Fig. 2.38.). 
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Fig. 2.38: Ben Quilty 2014, Private Phil Butler 7ARU, oil on linen, 80cm x 70 cm.  

Courtesy Pearl Lam Galleries Hong Kong ©    

Andrew Frost, in a catalogue essay from the Goulburn Regional Art Gallery, 

argues: 

One of the aspects of this show, and Quilty’s work in general is that 

these questions of life and death, of existence and extinction, are 

leavened by a sense of humour. There’s a playfulness to Quilty’s art 

that diffuses the sturm und drang with a particularly Australian 

outlook (Frost, 2011, p.13). 

In many of Quilty’s paintings there is a connection to the kitsch in popular culture 

in the use of an image upon a plain unpainted background that references pop 

art’s graphic quality. However, Quilty’s work, like pop art’s use of kitsch to convey 
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a message through ambiguity and complexity, escapes the entire lack of 

aesthetics ascribed to being kitsch (Kulka, 1996). 

Another contemporary Australian artist, Juan Davila, uses low-art subjects which 

involve subversion and transgression of ‘good taste’. He is subtly humorous in 

these transgressive paintings. The critic Tracey Clement, reviewing Davila’s 

exhibition in 2006, says “he gleefully subjects our political players and cultural 

icons to his razor-sharp wit and scatological, schoolboy humour” (Clement, 2006).  

Tim Walsh, commenting on Davila’s original influences, quotes his “appropriation 

in the repurposing of surrealist photo-collages as postmodern painterly 

technique” (Walsh, 2016, p.109). Further, in later works he paints both realism 

and abstraction within the same work, which shows a playful exploration of 

ambiguous images and a playful painting materiality resulting in gestural abstract 

brushwork alongside paint describing great detail. In my work, I similarly use great 

detail of the incongruous elements of clothing and objects against impasto 

abstracted mounds and gestural landscape as in Fig. 2.41. 

In Davila’s painting Burke and Wills: Arse End of the World (Fig. 2.39) an 

irreverent kitsch humour is used to subvert the seriousness and tragedy of the ill-

fated journey of exploration of Burke and Wills in Australia’s colonialist past. 

Through humour, Davila attacks the sacredness of one of Australia most revered 

icons. The original red and white gingham table cloth frame (Fig. 2.40) suggests 

a rustic picnic context, gingham being the traditional cloth taken from the 

suburban household setting into the bush picnic; however, the family picnic is 
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subverted into an image of gay sexuality that explores taking the piss out of 

Australia’s colonial history. 8 

This humour has a complexity that is shown in double readings of form and hybrid 

imagery, ironic and absurd incongruities and grotesquely ambiguous forms as 

well as use of humorous text which often has local references to politics and 

cultural transgressions. 

 

Fig. 2.39: Juan Davila 1994, Burke and Wills: Arse End of the World, oil and collage on canvas, 

178cm x 663cm. MONA© 

                                                           

8 “Taking the piss” or a “sardonic irreverence and lack of respect for authority” is quoted as the 
arguably quintessential Australian humour (Adams and Newell, 2017, p.27). Davila is humorously 
playful in his free ranging associations and appropriation of established Australian iconography. 
This not to say that this form of humour is unique to the tropical north, as Adams and Newell state 
(like this humour) Australian jokes have come on a long journey from other sources. 
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Fig. 2.40: Juan Davila 1994, Burke and Wills Arse end of the World (Original Frame), oil and 

collage on canvas, 178cm x 663cm. MONA© 

 

Like Ben Quilty’s white primed canvas ground left visible, I work up from the raw 

ground as in Fig. 2.41. There is a parallel in working in a playful manner over the 

raw photographic imagery of the mounds as in Figs. 2.42 and 2.43. Other artists 

(such as Francis Bacon) routinely worked over photographic material with blobs 

of paint or purposely distressing the photograph with creases or cuts and collage 

to provoke the imagination in a playful employment of chance. This distressing 

was employed as a “disturbance of the visual field” (Chare, 2006, p.86). Within 

the Australian context Juan Davila, as stated above, works over photographic 

references in collage and paint application in a playful and provocative manner, 

incorporating surrealist inspired photo montages. Similarly, I use this poetic 
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disturbance of the visual field as a metaphor for the punctuation of the landscape 

by the kitschgrotesque inherent in the mounds. 

 

Fig. 2.41: Ian Hance 2017, detail of Drunk Fisherman study, oil on canvas, 120cm x 80cm. 

Photograph Ian Hance. 

My application of paint in a playful manner over the photographic image comes 

closer to the surrealist concepts of undermining the norm; that is the norm of the 

perspectival landscape image inherent in the landscape image of the photo. The 

play of paint over photographic images helps me to identify the simplification and 

truncation of the landscape detail that I relate to themes of colour ambiguity, 

comic truncation and organisation of pictorial tensions that are discussed above. 

The process helps to bring out or to overlay other meanings apart from the 

singular incongruity of the dressed mound in the landscape as in Figs. 2.42 and 

2.43. I use this technique as a process akin to a study to develop the ultimate 

image as in the oils on canvas. 
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Fig. 2.42: Ian Hance 2017, working sketch over photograph, 40cm x 29cm.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 

 

Fig. 2.43: Ian 

Hance 2017, 

working sketch over 

photograph, 25cm 

x 17cm.  

Photograph Ian 

Hance. 

In the following I show, 

through the working through 

composition in my painting, how 

I combine the often disturbing 

and dark punctum, now made 

humorous, against the darker 
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ambiguous palette of the grotesque in my paintings, employing a nihilistic black 

humour. 

2.6:  The humorous punctum  

Heather McPherson’s essay on Ingres in The Poetics of the Grotesque describes 

the use of a grotesque punctum in Ingres’s portrait Louis-Francois Bertin (Fig. 

2.44) whereby the treatment of the hands, that resemble grasping claws, creates 

a ‘piercing’ disturbing element within an otherwise conventional portrait. 

(McPherson, 2003). I borrow the concept of punctum in my paintings as additional 

detail that alters the overall effect by introducing humour. 

 

Fig. 2.44: Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres 1832, Louis-Francois Bertin, oil on canvas.  

Musee du Louvre, Paris Photo Gerard Blot © 
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Francis Bacon frequently used disturbing punctums or detail within his ambiguous 

works, the most notorious being the swastika on an arm in his triptych Crucifixion 

19659, or a syringe sticking out of a nude as in Lying Figure with a Hypodermic 

Syringe (Fig. 2.45). Usually Bacon’s punctums have a realism that contrasts with 

the ambiguous formlessness of figures in movement. Nicholas Chare (2006) 

describes Bacon’s use of the realistic Letraset as lettering, albeit illegible and 

random, in his works to disrupt and bring attention back to the fact of the painting. 

“Bacon sought to interrupt his work – believing that these interruptions made the 

paint look more immediate” (Chare, 2006, p.94). Even so, his red arrow itself in 

Triptych 1987 suggests an ambiguous formlessness and incongruity in the 

context of the overall painting as in Fig. 2.46. 

                                                           

9 John Russell in his Francis Bacon 1979 declares the triptych to be “flawed” by this 
inclusion of the armband. Although Bacon stated he used it a pictorial device to break 
the continuity of the arm and to add a a particular red. (Russell, 1979, p.129) 
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Fig. 2.45: Francis Bacon 1963, Lying Figure with a Hypodermic Syringe, oil on canvas,   

78cm x 57cm. Private collection.  

 

Bacon’s punctums could not be said to be deliberately humorous to disturb an             

otherwise serious exploration of expressions of the body or “the all over 

pulsations of a person“in his portraits (Peppiat,2008, p.183). Nevertheless, they 

can be read as in a humorous way in their incongruity; the red arrows, white 

arrows and gestural white spurts of paint, for instance, suggestively point to erotic 

parts of the body or are a gestural movement or action that can be read as 

transgressively shocking. In his Study for the Human Body (Fig. 2.47) the 
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Fig. 2.46: Francis Bacon 1987, Triptych, left panel, oil on canvas, 198cm x 147.5cm.  

Estate of Francis Bacon. Image courtesy Faggionato Fine Art, London © 

 

detail of the safety pin pinning back a curtain (two-thirds up right) is incongruous 

and humorously at odds with an otherwise dark and mysterious subject.10 

                                                           

10 I have vivid memory of the surprise and my own amusement on discovering this punctum on 
viewing this painting in April 2016 at the National Gallery in Melbourne. 
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Fig. 2.47: Francis Bacon 1949, Study from the Human Body, oil on canvas, 147cm x 134.2cm. 

NGV Melbourne © 

My use of the punctum is specifically to provoke a humorous reaction that relates 

to the incongruity theory of humour. In Virgin Landscape (Fig. 2.48) the colourful 

pegs are substituted for inferred eyes in the mound and in other paintings the 

punctum refers to a spatial or political statement about ownership of land. The 

punctum acts as an identifying stamp or brand on the land as in ownership like 

the brand on cattle. For instance, the (NT), in reverse, on the Darwin Stubbie 

bottle suggests a privileged space overlaid on the landscape, as in Fig. 2.49. 
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Fig. 2.48: Ian Hance 2018, Virgin Landscape, oil on canvas, 183 cm x 135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

   

Fig. 2.49: Ian Hance 2018, White Dress and Darwin Stubbie, detail, oil on canvas,  

183cm x 135cm. Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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These devices are not only included for their humorous content but like Bacon 

are also included as compositional devices. They act as realistic detail that 

disrupts a general style of painterly treatment. The punctum is also an echo of 

the dressed mound seen against the landscape: a detail through its absurd 

humour that disrupts the larger view of the ‘pristine’ landscape.  

Within the paintings where I explore apocalyptic humour, the detail of some of 

the items serve as humorous punctums. That still point that arouses laughter 

within an apocalyptic or frightening view, for instance in the swirling mass of the 

bushfire that surrounds the figure with a beanie (Fig. 2.50). Their incongruous 

and often kitschy humour provide a disproportionate emotive quality to the overall 

threatening subject. There may be a tempering and an antidote to the ultimate 

angst of the ecological crises of the north that I discuss hereunder. 

 

Fig. 2.50: Ian Hance 2018, Roadside Fire, oil on canvas, 183cm x 135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 
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2.7  Apocalyptic humour 

Through the discussion of the theories of philosophers and writers such Julia 

Kristeva, Timothy Morton, James Elkins and others I have aligned part of my 

investigation and practice with ideas of nihilistic humour of the ‘apocalypse’ of the 

Anthropocene. This is a dark humour that has elements of the grotesque and 

kitsch. 

In the road trip feature film, that depicts the highways of Northern Australia, The 

Last Cab to Darwin (2015) a style of black humour is evident. None more so than 

the rather horrific yet hilarious image of the abject accumulation of dead cats 

strung up on a lone tree near Oodnadatta. As the barmaid in the hotel says, “this 

town would be fucked without that tree”. It would be hard to imagine a better 

example of abjectly grotesque humour. The tree is part of a humour of kitsch 

accumulation. Other items are thong trees, underwear trees and anthill ‘villages’, 

where up to twenty dressed-up mounds have been documented in a relatively 

localised area beside the highway. 

For many years I have been involved in volunteer research in threatened species, 

chiefly birds for the Threatened Bird Network at Bird Life Australia (Rogers,Hance 

et al 2005) .My knowledge of the dire effects that have been inadvertently 

imposed on the landscape of the tropical north, without a seeming solution, has 

left me with emotions directly reflecting on Morton’s Dark Ecology, particularly 

that of sorrow (abject?) and weird/uncanny understanding. Yet in the road trips 

and subsequent working up to images in painting this awareness is tempered 
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with a feeling like Morton’s dark sweet (akin to his analogy to bitter sweet 

chocolate). I understand fully how an immersion into the catastrophe of dark 

ecology can emerge as an ecstatic acceptance. Hilarity is a by-product of such 

an understanding of incompleteness as Morton says, “this is the arche-lithic11 

place of ‘ontological hilarity’ where funniness is measured by how much you can 

leave the irreducible gap in things alone, which means radically accepting your 

finitude” (Morton, 2016, p.150). In other words, humour is born out of various 

forms of adversity and sorrow and the greatest humour is in defiance against our 

own annihilation (Adams and Newell, 2017). The weird gap between human/non-

human, you/not you, leaves an avenue for humour to emerge that I have found 

in abundant evidence is the dressed-up mounds.  

Visually, in painting, the distancing gap or the process of producing and dissolving 

distinctions can be explained in James Elkins comments on certain paintings “as 

not having a primary meaning, message theme or genre” (Elkins, 1993, p.231). 

In his discussion on the subject, non-subject and anti-subject, particularly in the 

work of Watteau in his genre of fetes galantes (Fig. 2.51), he maintains that there 

is a gap between the understanding of meanings (whether intentional by Watteau 

or not) that establishes an ambiguity of subject and in some cases a denial of the 

necessity of a subject – the not-subject and possible anti-subject (Elkins, 1993). 

Elkins maintains that Watteau, in these works, represses a primary subject that 

                                                           

11 Arch-lithic according to Morton is defined as “a primordial relatedness of humans and non-
humans that has never evaporated”. 



149 

 

allows the works to escape from a defined meaning to arrive at a “feeling of 

meaning” (Ibid, p.233). 

 

Fig. 2.51: Jean-Antione Watteau 1717, Embarkation for Cythera, oil on canvas,  

1940cm x 1290cm. Musée du Louvre (©) 

The concept of anti-subject and the artist’s desire for abstracted feeling of 

meaning, also has contemporary references: 

Contemporary artists often begin with nameable subjects then try to 

erase them in order to arrive at a suitably ambiguous position 

"between”” the declaration of univocal meaning and the disinterest 

generated by an ideally perfect illegibility … works that achieve that 

position are meant to give a “feeling” of meaning” … Often that 

“feeling of meaning” is then taken as a sign of something genuinely 

non-verbal and therefore properly visual (Elkins, 1993, p.232.) 

The subject/anti-subject plays on ambiguous qualities of the grotesque in 

Fig. 2.52, with its reference to the humorously dressed Virgin, antithetical 
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apocalyptic firestorm with wheeling black kites references to the lack of a primary 

meaning and dissolved distinctions. A dissolving of boundaries that is an aspect 

of the grotesque and, as Kristeva argues, the lack of certainty of boundary 

underpins the abject within grotesque discussed above. Further, dualities of 

meaning within playful painting are echoed in Timothy Morton writing on Derrida’s 

concept of Arche-writing: 

… writing isn’t just scratching marks on surfaces. It’s the way a 

differential play, the tricksy play of nothingness, is in operation 

everywhere, producing and dissolving distinctions’ (Morton 2016 

p.80)’ 

and further: 

 “Arche-writing logically precedes the rigid boundary between 

human and non-human” (Ibid, p.81). 
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Fig. 2.52: Ian Hance 2018. Virgin and Kites, oil on canvas, 183x135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

The gap between singular meaning and ambiguity of multi meanings is 

demonstrated within Morton’s philosophical thinking; he suggests that we live in 

a weird state of existing within and without the hyperobject that is the human 

species itself and other hyperobjects such as global warming, nuclear irradiation 

or even Styrofoam as outlined above. This has led to an awareness of our 

position within ecology (or Nature) whereby we are aware of our impact daily. His 

analysis of this awareness has been divided into three states of “Dark Ecology” 

being dark depressing, dark uncanny and dark sweet which corresponds to three 

emotions: sorrow, strangeness and ecstasy (Morton, 2016). These three 

emotions, underpinning a weird joy or hilarity, are expressed as apocalyptic 

humour in my work as in the figures of Superman and Roman soldier in Fig. 2.53. 
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Fig. 2.53: Ian Hance 2018, Superman and Soldier, oil on canvas,183cm x 135cm.  

Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

A quote from Wolfgang Kayser’s The Grotesque sums up my intention and 

attempt to introduce humour through playfulness and to offer an alternative to the 

seriousness of the kitsch and grotesque subject:  

In many grotesques, little is to be felt of such freedom and gaiety. 

But where the artistic creation has succeeded, a faint smile seems 

to pass rapidly across the scene or picture, and slight traces of the 

playful frivolity of the capriccio appear to be present. And there, but 

only there, another feeling arises within us. In spite of all the 

helplessness and horror inspired by the dark forces which lurk in 

and behind our world and have power to estrange it, the truly artistic 

portrayal effects a secret liberation. The darkness has been sighted, 

the ominous powers discovered, the incomprehensible forces 

challenged. And thus, we arrive at a final interpretation of the 

grotesque: An attempt to invoke and subdue the demonic aspects 

of the world. (Kayser, 1963. p.188). 

 

Conclusion 

What is evident in the discussion of these works is the free-ranging associations 

that like the Gilles of Watteau resist a singular meaning. I have examined the 

nature of the humour that I maintain is inherent in the grotesque-kitsch 

exemplified by other artists and in my work. In this chapter I have covered 

concepts of boredom as a stimulus to produce the initial dressed-up mounds as 

well as a stimulus to painting, concepts of organisation of visual tensions as they 

pertain to humour, ambiguous formless colour as expression of the ambiguous 
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and formless nature of kitschgrotesque, playful facture of paint and the use of the 

punctum for humorous expression. 

Through my practical research into the imagery and theoretical underpinnings 

that I have identified in the dressed-up mounds the humour of the 

kitschgrotesque. I have demonstrated how the concepts that underpin the 

kitschgrotesque are developed in relation to my painting and other artists of the 

tropical north, in which I identify a humour that underpins the broader society and 

travellers’ reactions to challenges of this landscape.  

Concepts of communicating kitschgrotesque in situ are discussed in the 

installation and exhibition of my works in the following chapter, including the 

context of a dark grotesque humour as part of kitschgrotesque. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  

FROM THE ROAD TO STUDIO TO EXHIBITION/ INSTALLATION:  

INTER-CONNECTING 

Introduction 

In this chapter I demonstrate how the concepts that underpin the kitschgrotesque 

and a playful humour are developed in relation to the exhibition and installation 

of my work. Details are given of two exhibitions in gallery spaces and the three 

exhibitions in alternative spaces. In the two initial hangs within ‘white cube’ 

spaces I identified a lack of connection to the grotesque and kitsch context. In the 

first and third installations I explore notions of grotesque spaces to exhibit my 

paintings, wherein alternative spaces to the normal gallery space were 

investigated. In the second installation I explored the concepts of communicating 

kitschgrotesque in situ where my smaller portraits were situated amongst other 

collections of kitsch and humorous works and artefacts. Further, this installation 

particularly addressed the following question: “How can my project draw upon 

these notions of the grotesque and the kitsch, and respond originally to the public 

art pieces on the highway to contemplate and draw out their subversive ideas?” 

In partial answer to this question I explored aspects of the performative in my 

donation of twenty-five works into twenty-five sites across the tropical north. 

Under ‘potlatching’, I argue that there is a grotesque and carnivalesque aspect of 

humour underpinning the donations that is performative. I also reflect on the 

interactions with the audience in the more formal alternative spaces within which 
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I exhibited and how these assisted with finalising the artworks and my thinking 

about exhibition. 

This chapter shall describe each exhibition and explain how these contributed to 

the research and the decision to exhibit in the Tanks for the examination.  

3.1  The White Cube as gallery space: the decontextualised norm  

The use of a neutral white space to isolate and focus sole attention on the 

artworks developed concurrently with modern art as evidenced by New York’s 

Museum of Modern Art’s adoption of the style in 1936 (Cain, 2017). Artist and 

writer Brian O’Doherty (1976) first described the modern gallery as a white cube 

in 1976, describing it amongst other things as a privileged, rarefied, expensive 

and exclusive space. The white cube has become a norm for gallery space ever 

since (Cain, 2017).  

 

Fig. 3.1: Ian Hance Gallery Installation, 2016 Nan Giese Gallery, CDU 7 March 2016. 

Photograph Ian Hance. 



157 

 

Fig. 3.1 shows a hanging of my work in a normal gallery space in the Nan Giese 

Gallery at Charles Darwin University. Although slightly irregularly shaped it 

nevertheless represents a white cube. In this hang I explored ways of juxtaposing 

sketches, portraits and larger works to establish humorous dialogues.  

Early in the project, in November 2015, I exhibited nineteen paintings at Framed 

Gallery in Darwin. Fig. 3.2 shows a multiple hang of the smaller portrait paintings 

that were juxtaposed in what I thought at the time reflected a kitsch aesthetic in 

the replication of multiple works. These smaller works were the primary 

investigation into a painterly reaction to the dressed-up mounds and initially 

addressed part of the first question of the project, namely: “How can I paint the 

humour of the kitschgrotesque – a humour that I have identified as present in the 

northern psyche?”  

The gallery exhibition and the Nan Giese Gallery hang explored ways of 

displaying the works to bring out humorous content, however the art seemed 

removed from the highway context and my experiences. Under “the white cube”, 

it isolated the paintings within a neutral space that lacked any context. The 

subsequent installations were a development as an original response to part of 

the third question: “How can my project respond to the public art pieces on the 

highways to contemplate and draw out their subversive ideas?” In these I 

attempted to bring out transgressive humorous associations by placing the works 

in unusual contexts. 
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Fig. 3.2: Ian Hance, Studies for Portraits 2015, Framed Gallery Exhibition Nov. 2015. 

Photograph Ian Hance.  

3.2 Installation One: Staging an ambiguous palette 

The first installation was in the darkened space of the backstage at Charles 

Darwin University for the Visualising Top End Research Conference in 

September 2016. Through this staging I identified different meanings that the 

paintings took on in an unexpected context to draw out ideas of incongruous 

humour. 

In this installation at CDU theatre the works were suspended in a blacked-out 

space formed by ‘corridors’ of the black curtains of the backstage that 

represented the road trips as in Fig. 3.3. A mysterious darkened space was 

established that referenced neither a gallery nor stage as a platform. It became 

a public space that was entirely controlled by the parameters of the installation, 

expressing the ambiguous and using shifting light, in keeping with the concept of 
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the indeterminate, the mysterious and exaggerative, referencing the formless 

grotesque (Connelly, 2003).  

 

Fig. 3.3: Installation backstage Charles Darwin University VTER Conference 2016, 16 Sept. 

Photograph Ian Hance. 

Through lighting supplied by the viewer (by use of headlamps), the audience 

became an integral part of the installation interface between artworks and 

audience in the seeking out of the works in the dark space. A soundscape 

recording located the experience on the margin of the highway with sounds 

consisting of road trains passing and a recorded monologue describing the 

grotesque experiences of road trips recorded at a roadside night camp in a 

discussion between my companion and I on these road trips. This installation 

suggested a performative aspect by this recording and aimed for audience 

participation through the interactive quality by the searching out the paintings by 

torchlight. 
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The installation used the darkened space with the black curtains and flats seen 

through the proscenium arch to establish a space that was divided by passage 

like divisions to create an ambiguous space. The idea of suspending the paintings 

at various heights throughout further broke the convention of a gallery exhibition 

(Fig. 3.3) which, combined with the monologue recorded on the road trips, 

attempted to give an all-encompassing grotesque flavour of the road trip 

experience. The use of torch light from the floor and headlamps on the viewer 

played with ideas of the grotesque game of lighting one’s features from below.  

This aspect of the installation received positive response in comments by some 

people saying that it reminded them of their road trip experiences especially the 

anxious and fearful night driving in outback Australia. In the use of torchlights, I 

intended to convey something of the mystery and anxiety caused by the half-seen 

shapes that suggest a haunting quality. Ross Gibson (2002, p.2) speaks of the 

imagination and collective memory working to recall a “revelation of horrors past” 

that sits “just outside the glare of your headlights”. 

The installation was a prelude to finding other ambiguous spaces to install works. 

I researched the possibility of installing works in situ on the highways of the north 

that could be considered as grotesque spaces. Moreover, I needed to research 

humorous possibilities in installation that were reflected in my works and the 

humour in the dressed-up mounds as an original response in the same spaces 

of the highways, or near to that, created an in-situ dialogue. 

In the following I discuss the processes and research that I undertook to inject a 

humorous kitsch-grotesque into my installation practice which include 
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incongruous humour, darkly abject humour and a humorous interaction with the 

public and managers of roadhouse stops and hotels. 

3.3 Installation Two: Highway potlatching 

The second installation was a multiple placement of twenty-five small paintings 

in twenty-five roadhouses and hotels across the tropical north on the same 

highways that I recorded dressed-up termite mounds. In this installation I linked 

the kitschgrotesque paintings to a similar concept of kitsch spaces within the 

roadside stops wherein I had chosen to attempt to donate my paintings. The 

donation of my smaller portrait-like oil paintings into what I suggest are often 

grotesque spaces of some of the remote outback hotels and roadhouses, served 

another function as a type of carnivalesque performance as part of 

kitschgrotesque. Some of these spaces resemble a grotto in the sense that they 

contain a vast number of incongruous articles and collections of materials that 

make for a cluttered and enclosing environment that partakes of kitsch. The 

placement of the portraits of dressed-mounds back into the environment, 

explores an original response that locates the work in situ. I attempted to create 

a dialogue between the dressed-up mounds and my paintings of them in situ as 

in the context of the outback northern landscape.  

The donated works for the second installation were selected from a large body of 

small ‘portraits’ of dressed mounds; these were consistently 80cm x 56cm oils on 

canvas. These works were the initial response to the collection of images and are 

a translation of the photographical detail of the dressed mound into paint usually 
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set against a strong colour field that abstracts the quality of light (time of day and 

season) of the landscape.  

The temporary placement or display of art works in public areas, hereafter 

expressed as ephemeral installations, can also be considered as an alternative 

method of displaying works by people outside the gallery system. Public and 

ephemeral arrangements of objects have become a major focal point beside 

many roads and highways across Australia. There are spontaneous 

assemblages of articles that appear to be a kind of Australian folk art but also 

sometimes a form of social comment12. Local examples include collections of 

thongs (rubber sandals) or underwear strung up in trees and piles of old television 

sets, (examples mentioned in chapter two). Other examples further afield include 

vast collections of rock cairns (or piles) on roadside beaches as in Fig. 3.4. This 

is an ephemeral and spontaneous public installation that appears on the beach 

beside the Captain Cook Highway. It consists of hundreds of small and larger 

cairns made from the smooth beach washed rocks of the area. It is entirely public 

in that anyone can add to it, unknown people add to it constantly and respect the 

cairns that others have already installed. It is entirely ephemeral as the next 

tropical storm or cyclone will reduce the arrangements to their initial conditions 

(or near to). This is not the only arrangement of cairns in Australia; others exist in 

Tasmania and Victoria. 

                                                           

12 I have found evidence of this in the dressed mounds as in my painting No Fracking 
(Fig.2. 27) or Domestic Violence Alert (Fig. 2.14).  
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Fig. 3.4: An ephemeral and spontaneous public installation, Wangetti, Far North Queensland. 

Photograph Ian Hance 2017 

These ad hoc collections are usually anonymous, and people continually add to 

them and generally respect what others before them have added. Hence, they 

become collaborative and communicative. In all there is humour within a kind of 

hilarious participation and collaboration in adding to the collections that relates to 

performance. 

The sole use of the beach-washed rocks found in situ and their structured 

placement suggests a collaborative aesthetic consideration that takes the overall 

effect into a folk-art paradigm. The question arises – how did the installation begin 

and does the continuous adding to it suggest a kitsch mimicry or memetic 

imitation similar to the dressed-up mounds? I maintain that in all cases of 

roadside collections there is an underlying humour that partakes of kitsch. 

Like the Wangetti installation, installing original artworks in unexpected places 

such as road sides and, as in my work, bars and roadhouses, can provide an 
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unconventional alternative method to typical gallery presentation and expresses 

something of an incongruous humour.  

A more formal approach to challenge the gallery system was described by artist 

and academic Cameron Bishop (2016) in a publication New Strategies for Old 

Practices. He cites the practice of a collaboration of artists, including himself, from 

Melbourne called Bozo ink, who were reacting against perceived commodification 

and materialist consumptive practices of the gallery system. Like the “generosity 

projects” referred to by Ted Purves later, they gifted a series of re-worked iconic 

Australian Impressionist prints into original works which were donated to anyone 

who wanted one via opportunity shops. 

The opportunity shop project was an exhibition of sorts that was a reaction to the 

norm of the white cube space. The re-worked prints play with concepts of 

transgression of good taste as in kitsch outlined in chapter two. Similarly, in my 

installation the gifted works take their place amongst other works; Aboriginal 

paintings and artefacts, local amateur works, humorous posters and historical 

photographs and kitsch artefacts, giving a localised context that I consider to be 

my response to the localised humour in situ. The humour of collaboration in gift 

giving is discussed under potlatching. 

The majority of these other exhibits contain a kitsch aesthetic combined with an 

incongruous humour as discussed earlier. The works installed in the white cube 

of a gallery space, as in Fig. 3.2, have a context of a space that speaks of a 

rarefied aesthetic and exclusiveness. The feeling of the exhibition is one of 

unambiguous seriousness. Whereas as in Fig. 3.5 the works are placed in the 
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context of a grotto-like space with little attention to aesthetics or exclusiveness. 

The interactive boundaries of the installation, whereby the installed ‘portrait’ and 

other works take their place amongst other artefacts and paintings are the 

antithesis of white cube boundaries which are minimal, allowing the precious 

object to be isolated in the surrounding white space, viewed by people whose 

sole purpose is to visit ‘art’. 

 

 

Fig. 3.5: Daly Waters Pub interior. Photograph Ian Hance. 

This kind of reaction to traditional forms of exhibition has a long history; Fluxus, 

an anti-museum/gallery movement of the 1960s through the works of such artists 

as Yoko Ono and Nam June Paik proposed to replace museum art with 

ephemeral experiences and happenings (Dorment, 1998). As a reaction to the 
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exclusiveness of the gallery system they made no distinction between high and 

low art, an attitude aligned with Bakhtin’s carnival grotesque discussed chapter 

one. 

The exclusivity of the white cube stands in opposition to the kitsch and 

carnivalesque spaces of the hotels, roadside installations and opportunity shops. 

In these spaces, like Fluxus, public access is available to all. Comment is 

democratised and the economy of the gallery system is negated. As Iona Singh 

has noted "Art is guarded … and can seem very bourgeoise" and moreover "the 

bulk of art gallery visitors are from the middle class " (Singh, 2012, p.1). 

Alternative methods to contemporary gallery presentation of artworks allow for 

the engagement and exposure of artists’ ideas to a broader public and a way of 

allowing humour to be expressed contra the serious and exclusive nature of the 

gallery space. 

Theories of exhibition as they relate to my painting practice helped to investigate 

the narratives behind innovative roadside research and installation techniques. 

The discussion with people when installing the donated works provided an 

opportunity for personal and ‘tall’ exaggerated stories to be told, which included 

positive and negative reactions to the practice of dressing mounds as well as their 

reasons for dressing.13 My practice, by way of extending these narratives, 

included donating paintings with no recompense and minimal conditions to the 

art ‘hosts’. 

                                                           

13  These records and other data personal communication notes are kept in accordance with my ethics 
approval. 
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 Further, I assert that this form of art and installation helps to build art communities 

on the remote wayside stops of Australia’s northern highways as well as assisting 

my investigation into the humour of the carnivalesque within kitschgrotesque. The 

performative aspect of presenting the lined-up works in front of each 

establishment for selection has an element of humour, which I identify as another 

aspect of the carnivalesque grotesque – an inversion of the norm of presentation 

of artworks to a buying public whereby the expectation of profferment of works 

for sale is negated. This installation practice involves what has been called a 

“non-productive expenditure of energy” as applied to the tradition of ‘Australian 

potlatch’. Australian potlatch has an association with an exaggerated generosity 

that poet Les Murray calls “Sprawl” (1999 

There are elements of performance in the unrehearsed and unexpected revealing 

of a selection of paintings that the manager, or indeed the usual drinking clientele 

of the roadhouses or pubs, are invited to choose a gift. The humour of gift giving 

as in “potlatch” and “Sprawl” is discussed below. 

Potlatching as installation 

Anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1967, p.122) identifies, within the context of North 

American potlatch, a “gratuitous expenditure of valuables” that establishes a 

bond between giver and receiver. It is a way to build community and connection 

amongst people in shared experience. Potlatch, within the cultures of north 

American First Nations peoples was of itself not aligned with humour. 

 However, its equivalent in traditional outback Australia is more aligned to a 

largesse that is humorous in its exaggeration. Australian potlatch represents a 
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long-standing tradition of spending one’s wages in one go, particularly by people 

such as drovers and shearers working for casual wages in rural areas. This 

largesse would be performed in a local hotel usually at the end of the season. 

However, according to Muecke and Wergin (2014), the reciprocity in this situation 

was not considered a governing factor; rather, it was a sign of camaraderie and 

mateship, celebrating the end of a time together with a fun-filled extravagance. In 

contrast to the North American potlatch practices, the Australians were not 

connected by familial ties but shared experiences amongst single men. 

In considering the donation of my paintings as a form of potlatching, it is an 

exaggerated gift giving akin to that of the North American model, but it is not 

motivated by a need or expectation of reciprocity. Neither is it a charitable act to 

help others (though this may become an outcome if my work becomes valuable 

in the future). Rather, its purpose is to challenge materialist values wherein the 

donation of works is not for any profit and, in that way, may be more like the 

Australian tradition of potlatch. My actions echo Bataille’s concept of non-

productive expenditure of energy (Bruns, 2006). This concept promotes the idea 

that there is an excessive and non-remunerative part of an economy that needs 

to be spent for its own health and growth. Extravagance becomes a positive 

function of society, bringing people together in a shared cause or experience that 

one is somehow obligated to repeat.  

Further, Bataille (1985) associates pleasure as a driver in gift giving or a pleasure 

in excessive behaviours. It is a pleasure that underlies the very act of painting for 

the artist who produces a non-utilitarian product of variable monetary value. In 

my gifting and installation of oil paintings of the termite mounds I have often been 
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asked “What’s the catch?”. Many recipients are suspicious as to the motives. 

Unlike the motives of gift giving in North American potlatching (Maus, 1967), 

which highlights mutual exchange to build bonds between people, the gift of 

paintings performs no function other than to assist my investigation into the 

humour of the grotesque outlined above and to draw out ideas of response to the 

original art pieces. In his discussion on contemporary artists’ use of the gift, Ted 

Purves says: “it is the shift in the position of the audience (from passive vision to 

active receiver) that gives these ‘generosity projects’ an underlying connection 

and is inclusive” (Purves, 2005 p.x Introduction). My connection is not entirely 

generous or disinterested. By engaging the audience directly, attitudes towards 

the Northern tropical psyche are opened as a rich vein of enquiry that further fuels 

my practice.  

The Australian poet Les Murray (1999) in his poem The Quality of Sprawl playfully 

describes a characteristic that he maintains is particularly Australian in its 

generosity and larrikin humour which is akin to potlatching. Jason Clapham 

(2006, p.1), in describing Murray’s poetry, maintains that there is an understated 

humour in the restraint and sardonic quality “in a spirit of irreverence that is 

quintessentially Australian”. 

Sprawl is the quality 

Of the man who cut down 

his Rolls Royce 

Into a farm utility truck 

And sprawl is what the company 

Lacked when it made repeated 
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Efforts to buy the vehicle back 

And repair its image 

Further in the poem …                           

Sprawl is driving a  

hitchhiker that extra hundred-mile home. 

 

My installation processes are akin to “sprawl” in that they seek no recompense 

but are an exploration into what I consider a unique outback humour of largesse. 

In my experiences on the road trips in the north I have discovered that this quality 

is retained in the giving of assistance and in the generosity of people in the 

Australian outback. The installation began as an exploration of this quality and 

subsequently aimed to investigate the humour of the kitschgrotesque as one 

aspect of my overarching assertion that there is a unique grotesque humour 

inherent in the Northern Australian psyche that is evidenced by the practices of 

dressing up mounds and other humorous assemblages mentioned above. 

Moreover, the road house installations place work alongside other kitschy folk-art 

works and artefacts in remote areas that establish a focus for tourist and local 

interest and thus add to the economic and cultural life of the twenty-five sites 

where these paintings have been placed. Significantly, the hotels are situated in 

areas that historically have been the setting for incidents of Australian potlatch – 

mining and sheep shearing, and cattle droving areas of the Stuart, Barkly and 

Victoria highways.  

In my installations, the boundaries between works, artefacts and furnishings are 

multi-faceted and ambiguous in their complexity. Thus, the interiors of these 
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wayside stops become a sort of grotto and a space of shelter against extreme 

heat, flooding rains and other oppressive characteristics of the tropics. They also 

become a comforting space for the lonely and isolated in this vast outback 

territory.            

                                                                                                           

Fig. 3.6: Keith installing at Lazy Lizard, Pine 

Creek. Photograph Ian Hance.                             

Fig. 3.7: Hotel Owners installing at Renner 

Springs. Photograph Ian Hance. 

  

                       

Methodology of installation: kitschgrotesque in situ 

The installation of these works was started by my personal approach to the hotels 

and wayside roadhouses of the three major highways of the tropical north; the 

Stuart, Barkly and Victoria. Works were offered to these hotels gratis on the 

proviso that they were displayed and were never to end up in an opportunity shop 

or the like. A small flyer describing the installation was also given out. The siting 
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of the works was entirely at the hotel staff’s discretion as in Figs. 3.6 and 3.7. The 

blue stars denote where paintings have been installed in twenty-five sites on 2600 

kilometres of highway.  

 

Fig. 3.8: Map of the Tropical North showing major highways (in red) travelled for road-trip data 

collection; blue dots show 25 installation sites.   

On each road trip undertaken primarily for installation, a body of works, usually 

ten, were taken into the pubs for review and possible selection of a singular work. 

In nearly all cases the manager or owners involved other staff members. In most 

cases, the regular clientele drinking at the bar were also asked for their opinions. 

This strategy has proven to show that there are often localised tastes. For 

example, the barman at a Barkly Highway hotel had difficulty choosing between 

a bad taste painting consisting of a black bra and ear muffs on a very corpulent 

mound and a more conservative ‘safe’ painting that appeared more resolved (in 

his view) if not pretty. He went for bad taste as it suited the other outrageous and 

‘sexy’ posters and kitsch art pinned up around the bar. The other staff and local 

drinkers all concurred. Often the chosen painting took its place beside other 
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works, many of which were painted by locals and with local subject matter. Often 

amusing or quirky, these works celebrate the local tourist attractions.  

In keeping with this context, I have attempted to place works near the locations 

of the recorded dressed-up mounds. In many cases it was possible to walk out of 

the bar and see a dressed-up mound or see them a short distance away. 

Consequently, the choice of hotels approached was governed by the proximity of 

dressed-up mounds or at least within the area where the mounds naturally occur. 

Thus, as shown in Fig. 3.8, the parameters of the installation begin with Darwin 

in the north to Tennant Creek in the south, east to Julia Creek and west to 

Wyndham. The mounds are mainly located on the Stuart Highway at Larrimah, 

Katherine and Daly Waters and on the Barkly Highway between Barkly 

Homestead to Camooweal and Mt Isa to Julia Creek. On the Victoria Highway to 

the west they appear from Katherine to near Warmun (Turkey Creek). 

The initial research to see if any hotel manager was interested in having a work 

was by email and telephone. However, the personal approach was more 

effective. This was by personally arriving on the doorstep unannounced and 

inviting the staff or manager to see the works usually laid out against a wall as in 

Fig. 3.9. In line with the carnivalesque public engagement, the result was always 

a humorous and incredulous reaction to the offer.  
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Fig. 3.9: Works lined up for selection, Renner Springs Desert Hotel 2017.  

Photograph Ian Hance. 

I did not mind donating these works as I felt that they weren’t likely to be part of 

the final exhibition although I have since changed my mind and see many of them 

as successful paintings worthy of inclusion. At the time they seemed to be more 

valuable as donations to assist my enquiry into the performative humour of 

potlatch. 

As discussed above, the austerity and seriousness of the Framed gallery space 

was dialectically opposed to the humorous context of the quirky wayside pubs. 

However, by employing the ‘French hang’ or multiple block hang I was exploring 

a humorous kitsch effect in the dialogue between the paintings in their replication 

and reproduction within in a white cube space. This was replicated to some extent 

when I displayed works for selection in the roadside context as in Fig. 3.9. 

As described, many of the hotels and wayside watering holes along the highways 

of the north often partake of a certain eclectic and quirkiness. Figs. 3.10 and 3.11 
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show one of the most iconic of these outback pubs (the Pink Panther Hotel, 

Larrimah) with its collections. Some of these hotels house what I would call 

grotesque spaces in their ambiguity and exaggeration. The spaces filled by the 

vast collections in many cases become bizarre and even grotesque in their 

extreme oddity and exaggerations as in the Pink Panther Pub.  

At Adelaide River, Mt Bundy Station bar is precisely a grotesque and ambiguous 

space. It is a bar that sits in a paddock, however it is not exclusively a bar as it 

also a shed, former stable and sleeping quarters. It is a space that has multiple 

purposes and interactions. Any aesthetic value appears to be not considered in 

the collection of its artefacts apart from what could be termed an anti-aesthetic of 

kitsch (Kulka 1996); the primary expression becomes one of incongruous 

humour. 

 

Fig. 3.10: Kitsch arrangement Pink Panther Pub, Larrimah NT, 2016. Photograph Ian Hance. 
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Fig. 3.11: Interior, Pink Panther Pub, Larrimah NT 2016. Photograph Ian Hance. 

 

The installation of the grotesque ‘portraits’ sits well with this incongruous humour. 

There is a sort of poetic symmetry in that the ideas taken from the sites are 

reinterpreted and reinstated, which I see as a very personal response to the kitsch 

humour observed and given back to this landscape. Most of the outback pubs 

were very keen to have one of these works.  

3.4 Installation Three: the storage tunnels, Darwin  

The third installation, in August 2018, was in the World War Two storage tunnels 

in Darwin, which was a continuation of the concept of installing kitschgrotesque 

works in grotesque spaces. I repeated the attempt to place kitschgrotesque works 

in an alternative space to normal gallery space chiefly because the first 

installation on the shrouded stage failed to establish a truly grotesque context. I 

felt that it also failed to amplify the kitschgrotesque humour or reference the 

perspective in which I aimed to establish the context of the narrow linear space 
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of the highways areas where these dressed mounds occur, as dialectic against 

the vast space of the outback. This is a dialectic that is reflective of the 

exaggerative contrasts of the abjectly grotesque as combining opposite emotions 

discussed earlier and needing light for exposure. 

This installation of twenty-eight works (Fig. 3.12.) provided an opportunity to 

judge which works would reflect my thesis for the final exhibition held in The 

Tanks Art Centre in Cairns. Concepts of communicating kitschgrotesque in situ 

in the installation and exhibition of my works were well supported in the context 

of a dark grotesque humour as part of kitschgrotesque in the dark tunnels. 

 

 

Fig. 3.12. Ian Hance 2018 Installation shot, tunnel no. 5. Photograph Fiona Morrison. 

Like the initial installation at the CDU theatre, tunnel number five is a dark linear 

space that echoes the corridor of road through the savannah woodland of the 
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north at night, a travelling experience that became common throughout this 

project. This was a symbolic representation of that linear perspective within a 

more structured space than that of the theatre. The railway lines in the centre of 

the tunnels visually reinforced the narrow confining space and echoed the linear 

perspective of the highways. As in Fig. 3.13, the raw rusty metal walls and the 

constant dripping of water in a dark space added to the eerie quality of being 

underground and contained. Thus, the installation explored the placement of the 

kitschgrotesque paintings into a grotesquely confining setting. Partially, the 

installation explored the incongruity of placing paintings into such a setting that 

results in the accentuation of the humour in the work as a dialectic to the abject 

and horrific associations that the tunnels have; in that I mean their relationship to 

war as well as the claustrophobia associated with being underground and 

contained within a dark space. The dialectic of horror/humour was accentuated 

by the juxtaposition of information plaques on the bombing of Darwin in WW2 and 

other information about the use of the tunnels in wartime with the paintings 

reflecting a humorous topic.  
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Fig. 3.13. Detail of wall tunnel no. 5. Photograph Fiona Morrison. 2018. 

The placement of paintings explored humour in the unanticipated and 

incongruous in that viewers would be expecting to learn about the attacks on 

Darwin and the history of WW2 but are also confronted with large and small 

paintings that are grotesque in their subject matter but with humour of 

kitschgrotesque overtones14. Viewers passed through 100 metres of tunnels with 

their information plaques as in Fig. 3.14 and even grotesque sculpture (Fig. 3.15) 

before reaching the installation in the second part of the main tunnel.  

                                                           

14 Whilst the exhibition was on the usual entry fee for people to view the tunnels and 
related displays applied so visitors would not be necessarily expecting a humorous 
exhibition. 
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Fig. 3.14:  WW.2 Information plaque.        Fig. 3.15: Robyn Davey kitsch sculpture                                  

Photograph Ian Hance 2018.                  at entrance to tunnel no. 5. Dimensions and  

                                                                date unknown. Photograph Ian Hance 2018.  

 

A context of the darkly abject (in northern Australia under war) was established 

by the tunnels and their exhibits before viewing the paintings that read 

humorously absurd and grotesque in this setting. Frances Connelly (2003) 

maintains that a dark humour is present in the fearful grotesque paintings of 

artists such as Bosch to Goya in which there is a “humour absurd enough to make 

the horrible bearable and to mitigate our responses of fear and disgust" (Connelly, 

2003, p.10).  

By the installation of my absurdly grotesque paintings in a space associated with 

war and death I could express something of the dark humour of the grotesque in 

a northern Australian context. Finally, there is the obvious humorous parallel with 

the idea of the internal space of a termite mound set against the vast space of 

the outback of the north symbolically represented. In some of my paintings the 
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rusty red (Pilbara red) ground shows through or is left as large patches of 

underpainting. Against the rusty tunnel walls the reds of this earthy ground 

established a connection that speaks about the interior/exterior of the earth; 

further, the interior space of the tunnels in this connection is a humorous take on 

the interior of a termite mound writ large.  

       

Fig. 3.16: Ian Hance 2018 Installation shot, tunnel no. 5. Photograph Fiona Morrison.  

The staining and strange shapes within the rust of the walls echo the strange 

shapes imagined in the mounds themselves. The relationship between these 

tones and ochrous reds in the walls with the darker apocalyptic painting 

established an emotive quality of a black humour by the contrasts of a dark 

context with the humour portrayed in the main figures as in Fig. 3.16. That is, the 

humorous figures stood starkly out against this dark within the grotesque context 

and emphasised the dialectic of horror/humour. Underlying the colours of the 
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tunnels is the abject reference to possible blood spilt, shit and other dark 

secretions that refer to Bataille’s formless grotesque described above. This 

staining also picks up with my abject runs in dripping paint that form the ground 

in some works. These abject references I link to Morton’s emotive state of dark 

sweet discussed in Chapter Two. 

I identified through these colours, rusty patches, stains and drip lines a 

connection with apocalyptic humour that is present in some of the large works.  

In exploring a dark palette in such a confronting setting, that is a space that is 

haunted by the horrors of the Word War 2, I have explored the notion of the 

grotesque being formless in a mysterious and uncanny way. Further, the rawness 

and staining of the setting amplified the kitschgrotesque aesthetic as being 

transgressive of a pleasing aesthetic of good taste. The ugly, or as Morton points 

out, the Kitsch, is other people’s taste however, in my practice and installations I 

have attempted to show a humour that transcends both good and bad taste. 

Finally, the tunnels installation gave me an opportunity to experiment with the 

placement of works to bring out associations of different kitsch humours. 

The soundscape used in the initial backstage installation was deemed 

unworkable due to the echoing quality of the tunnels combined with the roar of 

ventilation fans.  

3.5 Processes of the critical selection for final Installation 

Tomas Kulka (1996) states that kitsch paintings cannot be improved or damaged 

by alteration. That is, they cannot be given an aesthetic quality of high art; they 
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will always remain kitsch and moreover cannot be included in the category of bad 

art. Many of my works fell into this category and no matter how much I modified 

them, they remained essentially kitsch. In the processes of selection for the final 

exhibition and support folio I have used these works to compare to others to 

ascertain whether they have complexity and intensity required as exhibitable 

works under my stance that kitschgrotesque subverts good or bad art. The view 

that kitsch transcends good and bad taste is opposed by Kulka(1996) but 

supported by Sontag (1966), Linstead (2002) and others as discussed in Chapter 

One. 

Moreover, I examined the paintings to find aspects of humour within the 

parameter of the carnival grotesque paradigm to support my argument of the 

kitschgrotesque nature of humour of the tropical north. I used the installation in 

the storage tunnels Darwin to judge which paintings related to the second 

question stated in chapter one most successfully; that is: “How can I paint to 

convey the humour of the termite mound art – a humour that I have identified as 

present both in the northern psyche and in other artist’s work?” 

 

3.6 Final Exhibition/Installation 

Just as the roadhouse and the tunnels in Darwin have grotesque and 

kitschgrotesque contexts, I found on a road trip to Cairns that The Tanks Art 

Centre also had a quality of alternate associations to the white cube space. The 

fact that they are also WW2 storage spaces had a parallel to the tunnels in Darwin 

which is seen in their website: tanksartscentre.com. Their walls are similarly raw, 
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but in this case concrete rather than rusty iron. In accepting the offer of an 

exhibition, I realised that this exhibition would have better lighting and hanging 

than I experienced in the Darwin tunnels. The lack of suitable lighting in the 

Darwin tunnels posed a problem for me as the subtlety of colour and the 

ambiguity of colour discussed in Chapter Two weren’t clearly visible and perhaps 

needed to be seen against a neutral white wall; in effect a compromise. The 

Tanks Art Centre is divided by large white interior panels on which the works were 

displayed. The curvature of the walls in the tunnels also presented problems in 

hanging for ease of visibility. 

Having exhibited my work to a Darwin audience several times, I wanted to expose 

my work to a different audience who have also experienced the ‘dressed 

mounds’. The individual panels in The Tanks Art Centre allowed me to multiple 

hang the smaller works in a block similar to the Framed exhibition (Fig. 3.2). This 

form of display, I have maintained, is in keeping with a kitsch aesthetic. As 

discussed above, the works exhibited in the tunnels were not seen to their best 

advantage. My decision to show the works in The Tanks Art Centre in Cairns was 

influenced by the knowledge that the final exhibition would be in a curated space 

with both professional lighting and hanging yet would provide a dark context to 

bring out associations with grotesque spaces.  

Conclusion  

The three installations explored the notion of subversion of the norms of 

aesthetics regarding exhibition spaces, in the transgression of the ‘good taste’ of 
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the white cube, together with the alignment with the kitsch and grotesque with 

humour.  

Through my analysis of public installations, both mine and others, I have shown 

this form of showing work is a valuable method that reaches a broader public than 

relying on a normal white cube exhibiting space with its restrictions in time and 

access. However, it could be argued that the viewing public for the installations 

would be different to the normal white cube gallery spaces, whose audiences 

tend to be relatively more cultivated or educated in the arts as discussed above. 

Through my northern Australian highway installation, I have shown that there are 

possibilities in establishing artistic communities in remote places that lack formal 

exhibiting spaces, which I maintain forms an original response to the collections 

of ephemeral art along the highways and reflects local content and context. 

 Finally, the installations have explored themes of potlatching, the carnivalesque 

grotesque and a dark apocalyptic humour within concepts of kitsch humour that 

fuels my overall practice. These are themes that sit well with my over-arching 

exploration into the connection of humour, the abject and the uncanny in the 

northern psyche seen through the lens of the kitschgrotesque. The three 

installations undertaken during the research also explore ambiguous space both 

in its actual physical reality and feeling that amplifies the exploration of 

ambiguous space in the paintings. 

In the installations some experience of the road trip in northern Australia is 

expressed; it serves as both an exploration into how people react to the qualities 

and perhaps alienation, boredom and deprivations of the road trip at various times 
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of the year. The installations are celebrations of difference as the variety of 

themes imposed on the termite mounds are rich in associations, politically, 

socially and sexually. Although these associations or themes come from a self-

reflexive and limited understanding of Northern Australia as a non-indigenous 

resident, part of my research involved learning about local perspectives.  

In conclusion, concepts of communicating kitschgrotesque in situ were discussed 

in the installation and exhibition of my works, including the context of a dark 

grotesque humour as part of kitschgrotesque. 
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CONCLUSION 

Through the lens of the kitschgrotesque I can provide deeper insights on the 

individual Australian humour in the northern psyche. I have endeavoured to show 

that there is indeed a unique humour in the tropical north that has relationships 

to the grotesque uncanny and abject, and through my practice shown through the 

ambiguities and fluidities of kitsch, grotesque and the carnivalesque grotesque 

humours there is an overarching kitschgrotesque. I hope to have shown that this 

humour has a darker nihilistic undercurrent that reflects aspects of the 

challenging nature of the extremes of climate of the wet dry tropics and is in part 

a reaction to the alien nature of the outback of the north for non-indigenous 

visitors and residents. Further, I have drawn on authors such as Stephen Muecke 

& Carsten Wergin (2014) to show that for the traveller this darker quality has 

associations with boredom of isolation within the vast distances of the outback. 

Through reference to other authors such as Mickey Dewar (1997) and Ross 

Gibson (2002) I have shown that the darker tone of this kitschgrotesque reflects 

the anxieties and collective awareness of an often-tragic past of colonialisation 

within the non-indigenous artists and residents of the north. 

 The discussion on the ambiguities and grotesque behaviors under the heading 

The Grotesque as a component of the psyche of the Top End in chapter one 

revealed a political aspect that underpins the humour of the kitschgrotesque. 

Also, in answering the first question: “What nature of humour is underlying the 

dressed-up mounds of northern Australia?” I have extensively identified a humour 

that is related to the kitsch and grotesque. Clearly, the nature of this 

kitschgrotesque relies on an incongruous humour set against the landscapes of 
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the north. Underlying this kitschgrotesque is a dark humour that has its roots in 

the abject and uncanny through the unique practical exploration in oil painting 

and research in this area of literature. My own anxieties concerning the ecological 

crises that I have located within the northern context are reflected in the dark 

humour in many of my paintings. Consequently, I have endeavoured to show 

through my work the value of raising awareness of the link between humour with 

the uncanny and abject qualities I have located within the nature of the north. 

Through this writing and analysis in conjunction with the paintings, I hope the 

reader better understands how the dressed-up termite mounds may be 

representative of a combination of both the kitsch and the grotesque: the kitsch 

grotesque or kitsch imitation of grotesque imagery. Like the grotesque and kitsch 

being resistant to an accurate definition, I have discussed the nature of the 

kitschgrotesque being purely nonverbal and suggest it can only be visually 

conveyed, hence my argument that painting is an apt medium for this practice-

led research. 

Throughout the exegesis I have focused on how as a painter, I came to 

understand the humour of the weird and wonderful aspects of the dressed-up 

termite mounds through a slow process of trial and error, working through within 

the mechanics of painting. Through an enquiry into philosophical understanding 

of this humour I came to the deeper undercurrents that belie the trivial aspects 

kitsch. Referencing European artists such as Odd Nerdrum (Fig.2.36) and 

particularly the 18th century artist Jean- Antione Watteau (Fig 2.51) I discussed 

Elkins (1993) argument that the grotesque resists a singular meaning. Similarly, 

I have argued that the kitsch in a postmodern era embraces complexity and can 
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be humorously ironic. A view that is contrary to Kulka’s (1996) argument that the 

kitsch is never ambiguous and deadly serious. 

In Chapter Two, through exploring a high art materiality and methodology applied 

to a low art kitsch subject in material practice, I have addressed my second 

question: “How can I paint the humour that I have identified as present both in 

the northern psyche and other artist’s work? Referencing contemporary 

Australian artists such as Ben Quilty and Juan Davila I argued that kitsch can be 

expressed humorously as well as having an underlying serious intent. In 

referencing other local northern artists, Rob Brown and Franck Gohier, I show 

that, like my work, this kitsch grotesque humour is one of the ways of responding 

to the social, political and cultural milieu of the region.  

Furthermore, in expressing the humour of the kitschgrotesque in painting I 

investigated compositional devices and tensions. Through colour associations to 

the kitsch subject and colour ambiguities I located a practical method that relates 

to the formless and ambiguous grotesque. Using a dialogue with the colour 

manufacturer Art Spectrum Co, I located the origins of what I maintain is a unique 

Australian palette. In selecting a number of colours that I maintain are 

characteristic of the northern landscapes, I investigated and amplified pictorial 

and spatial ambiguity to underpin the tensions and truncations within the picture 

plane. In other words, through inversion, I have related the truncations within the 

organisation of pictorial tensions to suggest an underlying humour. 

By appropriating pictorial devices such as the ‘piercing’ punctum into a humorous 

adaptation I was able to develop ideas of incongruous humour. By the subversion 
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of an overall meaning or mood as in the apocalyptic paintings by use of the 

humorous punctum I show that there is a dark humour in the grotesque dialectic 

of horror/humour that can be expressed in painting. In investigating a playful 

humour, I relied on an exploration into the materiality of oil paint in its handling 

and qualities of making by hand (brushwork) the so-called pulse of paint.  

By exploring the installation practices that draw out kitschgrotesque associations 

either within existing kitsch spaces or grotesque spaces that I adapted for 

installation, I addressed the two aspects of my third question: “How can my 

project draw upon these notions of the grotesque and the kitsch, and respond 

originally to the public art pieces on the highways to contemplate and draw out 

their subversive ideas?” The paintings were the initial response to the dressed-

up mounds and were my method of drawing out what I saw as subversive humour 

visually via kitsch and grotesque associations. By placing these works in situ, as 

in the second installation, I attempted to amplify these qualities by close 

association to the original sources. 

Through the adaptation of the theory of Bakhtin’s (1998) carnivalesque grotesque 

I developed a method of subversion of the good taste inherent in normal gallery 

presentation by installing and donating works to what I maintain are grotesque 

and kitsch sites. The generosity involved in potlatching was explored as an 

alternative to the expectations of reward as in the gallery system. It also amplified 

what I argue is a unique humour involved in the generous nature that is evidenced 

in the assistance freely given by outback people. The placing of the donated 

works into sites along the highways where I originally recorded the mounds 
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established a connection between the original kitsch humour of the mounds and 

my own take on kitschgrotesque in situ. 

The other installations explored the contrasts of kitschgrotesque within darker 

grotesque contexts to amplify the humour contained within the work. 

On reflection, the choice of locating my investigation in the tropical north of 

Australia was in part because I can more clearly identify a “pocket of place in 

which to store our hope” (Morton 2016, p11). It is in no small part a reflection on 

an environment or my personal purlieu in which the immediacy of experience is 

paramount. The aesthetics that are explored in the paintings and the installations 

bear out an interest in the abject and uncanny that are rooted in the intensely 

lived experience on the road trips across the north. Understandings of the 

contradictions and paradoxes of a seeming intact natural environment also drove 

this enquiry into ambiguous relationships in that, like the oblique vision of the 

hyper object of Morton, my knowledge of the north is also tempered with 

knowledge that the ecology of the north, although largely intact, is greatly 

jeopardised and in decline. The installations of the paintings are in part a 

reflection of this double bind of uncanny place with our imagining of pristine 

natural spaces. This is a theme together with an ecological critique that could be 

developed in future works. The investigation into humour invested in the mounds 

and this work suggested this side theme of ecological criticism in that I could 

argue that part of the rationale of the dressing-up is a symptom of a disconnection 

with the natural environment on the part of travellers and others (in so far as the 

verges of the highways can be considered natural).  
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This work has briefly examined the catastrophe of the Anthropocene and the 

melancholy of late capitalism through a reading of Timothy Morton’s philosophy 

into the visual field of art and aesthetics. In my work the usage of a playful kitsch 

imagery combined with humour attempts to arrive at a more complex and intense 

view contra the transparency of kitsch, including a polyvalence that denies the 

negative aesthetics of the romantic notion of nature. My argument states that it is 

by working through the negative aesthetics of the kitsch via playful humour we 

may arrive at a new aesthetic that resists the exclusion of ‘kitsch’ as high art or 

indeed low art.  

The investigation into kitschgrotesque humour has been partly underpinned by 

enquiry into abjection and sorrow, as I see it underlying the challenges of the 

tropical north. I see the concerns and challenging concepts as further possible 

explorations. There are other examples of a dark humour on the roadsides that 

could be developed into a related practice. During the eleven road trips that have 

been conducted other roadside attractions such as roadside accumulations of 

like materials and roadside memorials have appeared for people who have been 

killed along the highways. Many of these markers are grotesquely humorous 

through the placement of funny artefacts that reflect the deceased interests and 

lifestyle. 

 However, the enquiry into humour has a more positivist emphasis in the fact that 

given the depressive and haunting awareness of Morton’s Hyper-objects such as 

global warming, combined with an uncanny awareness of our contribution to it as 

well as inescapable demise of the natural world, an ironic humour persists. 
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In the three installations the positive response by the public to the humour points 

to the value of the sharing of the comic; seeing things differently and 

understanding that there is a value in the abject and uncanny underpinnings in 

the mounds and my appropriation of them into paintings.  

Finally, as I prepare for yet another journey along the Stuart and Barkly highways 

to travel to Cairns for the final installation, and perhaps facing the possibility of 

road closures due to the buildup and wet season, I reflect on how the challenges 

of the north have influenced my practice. The journey, both in the writing and 

painting, is also a more personal reflection of my own reaction to these qualities 

and my interest in the question of where I belong in the northern environment, 

both socially and as an artist. 
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