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ABSTRACTION AND MEANING Peter Adsett 

The project to be undertaken for the Master of Fine Arts by Research investigates the 
relationship between abstraction and meaning. It does this within a contemporary view which 
incorrectly assumes that abstraction cannot carry narrative even when it demands artists to 
address cultural and political realities in their art. 

I recognise the apparent dilemma, but remain firmly committed to abstraction as a fully 
relevant medium for my artistic expression as it has always been a vehicle for meaning. 

The focus of my research shifts from the formal parameters of the work, to process and 
performance. That is to say, I understand the mark in terms of its materialisation through 
process rather than the representation of a prior, external, and projected image. Although my 
paintings develop slowly, over many months of thinking, reading and drawing, nevertheless, 
the final outcome is always a revelation, since my self-critical working process tends to 
undermine and redefine any preplanned ideas. 

In other words, whilst I work within a given central theme (eg. Stations of the Cross), together 
with its permutations (Pastoral Stations, Aboriginal Land Leases etc.) the works retain a 
strongly experiential element, ie. will develop in the act of painting. 

It cannot be too strongly stressed that I believe it to be impossible to split form and content in 
my art, and that my working process is a demonstration of the simple fact that the form IS the 
content. I begin each of my series with a restriction of means - of colours, forms - in order 
that I can explore subtle variations to the full, and thereby extract the maximum of meaning 
from each slight change of colour or line. In this way I am constantly re-evaluating the 
conventions of paintings. I ask, for example, what line IS (whether line can be non-line); what 
composition IS (when does a work become non-composed, as in I'informe); can black and 
white be regarded as colour? can I obliterate the figure/ground opposition by working the 
surface to create formlessness? In so doing, I am posing the problem of cultural relations 
between black and white Australia. 

The theme of the Stations of the cross implies notions of past, present and future. It is within 
this context that I can multiply the layers of meaning which I am trying to express (through 
composition/non-composition, line/non-line; colour/non-colour). For instance, the Stations are 
about walking the line (both in the narrow theological sense and in the broader liturgical one). 
This ancient idea forms, I believe, an appropriate analogy for the current relations between 
black and white cultures in Australia. The paintings will, in their struggle between form and 
formlessness, express this tense and difficult journey. 

The challenge that the work poses to the viewer is, as ever with abstraction, how one enters 
the work. By adopting a strongly illusory technique, I aim to make the viewer's engagement 
an act of commitment, and thus provoke a particular awareness of the issues at stake in 
Aboriginal Australia today - an awareness that goes beyond conventional problems such as 
reconciliation, and ventures into those fraught areas of racism, dispossession and genocide. 

The first series of work is to be titled "Black and White and Red All Over - Pastoral Stations 
Series". It will be shown at: 

William Mora Galleries in October 1997, Melbourne 

Drill Hall Gallery in July 1998, the Australian National Gallery - Canberra 

The second series will be exhibited at William Mora Galleries in 1998. 



Thesis Declaration 

I hereby declare that the work herein, now submitted as a thesis for the 
degree of Master of Fine Arts by research is the result of my own 
investigations, and all references to ideas and work of other researchers have 
been specifically acknowledged. I hereby certify that the work embodied in 
this thesis has not already been accepted in substance for any degree, and is 
not being currently submitted in candidature for any other degree. 
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Introduction 



PILTARDI 

TJUKURPA - INTRODUCTION 
RAINBOW 

The Waterhole Series refers to two series of 
SERPENT 

DREAMING paintings. Humpty Doo Station No. 13, The 

Waterhole Series, 1998 and The Waterhole 

Nganyinytja Number 2 Series, 1999. Both refer to our 
began the story 

property at Humpty Doo. Larakia eider, 
by explaining 

there were two 
Lena Holmes, calls this particular place 

husbands and "Margut palmer" (English transliteration). It 

their wives living is home to the meeting of two creeks which 

here, form the headwaters of the Howard River. It 

is also home to two waterholes separated 
The men used to 

travel up into the 
by the Banyang tree, the tree of knowledge 

hills for kanyala of good and evil. One waterhole is spring- 

and kangaroo fed as in living water and is home to the 

and the women 
rainbow serpent, whIle the other dries up in 

would go down to 

the plains to hunt 
the blistering heat of the late dry. The 

for grass seeds shade of tree overhangs these two 

and to collect waterholes. 

other things. 

Metaphorically the place is rich in meaning 
They used to 

come back in the 
as it holds the symbols pertaining to life and 

afternoons to death and consequently underpins the last 

meet and share five series in painting from 1995 - 1999. 

their food and talk 

to one another, 
How does one paint a condition of falling, of 

telling stories. 

drowning, of screaming, of hanging, of 



As time passed, 

all the food 

started leaving 

this area, moving 

further and 

further away so 

the women would 

have to travel 

many more miles 

with their digging 

sticks to collect 

what they could 

find. 

One day the 

women just went 

off looking for 

food and simply 

kept going - 

travelling further 

and further south 

as they searched 

for bandicoots. 

Maybe they 

forgot about their 

men but they just 

kept on going and 

going. 

The men didn't 

know where they 

were. 

strangling, without being illustrative in the 

use of space? I believe the structure of 

painting and paint allows one to investigate 

a language of Abstraction; its gestalt, its 

verticality, its horizontality, its figure and 

ground, its composition, its space. Did the 

artist paint The Waterhole Series or did "The 

Waterhole" paint itself? 

The dualities referred to here is a non 

duality, not of opposites but of two identities 

creating a whole. This notion of two 

identities is a constant flux within the series 

as well as in writing this paper. I author the 

work, the work authors me, who in the end 

is authoring it? The artist or the paintings. 

My intention is to alert the reader to the 

different authorities that happens in writing 

this paper. Reference is given to myself as 

the artist, the waterholes as the location of 

the site, the paintings as the work. The 

ambiguity at times is disorienting like 

drowning in a waterhole. 
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The space of Abstraction 



The two men 

went off and THE SPACE OF ABSTRACTION 
began doing lots 

It was nearing the end of the thy, in between 
of singing and 

returned again to times not dry, not build up. I remember it 

their camp area clearly it was the 9th September 1995 as my 

to wait for the body sunk into a deep sleep, my last 
women. 

thoughts being the moonlight in the 

billabong in front of the house ... I was 
The two men 

began thinking walking to Station No. 12 and standing at 

"We will have to the foot of the crucified Christ was a woman. 

find our women 
- A jolt caved my chest below by breast plate 

we will follow 
a foreboding weight fell over me and the 

them. They 

woman said "Presymmetry to Symmetry is asked 

themselves what No. 12" / awoke. 

they should turn 

into. 
If Symmetry is bounded in temporal 

experience then "pre-symmetry" must 
"Will we become 

iii like figs or will transcend the temporal experience. Gestalt 

we change into psychologists speak of the image being 

spears? How will centred and symmetrical and this is what 
we travel this 

gives good form or "pragnanz". Krauss in 
distance?" 

The Optical Unconscious speaks of 

"Will we turn into "pragnanz as the viewer grasps the 

malu?" - No, they wholeness of a form all at once and when 

thought. . 

perceived, Its pragnanz exists in a continued 
"Someone might 

renewed experience of immediacy." (1) 
see us and want 

to hunt us." This good form therefore is deeply 



They wondered 

what the best symmetrical and must be bounded by 
shape would be 

temporal experience. The form always 
for them to travel. 

exists as an image and doesn't coHapse or 

After much time change or dissolve on itself. Image and 

spent thinking, form coexist in a mutual relationship. 
they realised 

The image which is bounded by its frame is 
Kunia - the carpet 

very much autonomous from its surrounds: 
snake would be 

perfect. this is the basis to rules of painting. 

However to undermine these rules, to 

The spirit of the question what is outside the frame may lie in 
rainbow snake 

understanding pre-symmetry which I regard 
came into them 

to be operation in the process itself that tries and the two men 

began to twist up to collapse these rules. This is best 

towards the sky explained by Georges Bataille as formless: 
as they began 

In his Dictionary it appears as "informe (2) 
changing into 

which has an "operational existence". In the 
snakes. 

context of this paper this means that 

Twisting and painting is performative, like a ritualistic 

twisting and object giving rise to an unmediated 
turning and 

experience on the part of the beholder (3). 
twisting upward 

until they turned 

and dived straight The rules have deepened in the game of 

down into the Abstraction as Yve-Alain Bois stresses in 

ground where 
"Task of Mourning (4). He reiterates that 

they had been 
abstract painting towards the end of the 

sitting and 

became two 20th Century must enter this game as a 
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snakes travelling 

underground. 
different match, where the artist must re- 

The snakes came 
engage or redefine the rules at deeper 

to a rabbit warren levels. Whether one has the critical 

where the two vocabulary to articulate these rules at a 

women were deeper level at present, is arguable. 
digging for rabbits 

However the artist must engage in this 
and just lay there 

underground. 
match, as historically painting has always 

While the woman been creating space which involves a 

was digging she growing and evolving language. 

felt the carpet One only need go to Caravaggio to feel the 
snake - grabbed 

beginnings of space where painting is 
it and pulled it but 

she was pulled projected in way of being expansive that is 

back in and the to include the viewer and creation in that 

whole snake space. Stella speaks about two miracles of 
edged back into 

Caravaggio which are worthy of noting. The 
the ground again. 

first is a "sense of a shaped presence that 

She turned to her expands beyond pictorial space" and the 

sister saying they second is the 'miracle of surface, skin, flesh 

it was a really big and pigment acknowledges painting to be 
strong one, so 

an act, the presence is sensed." (5) This 
they began 

looking for it, gave painting its own space where 

digging and sensation is within and outside the edge. 

digging. This inevitably allows the viewer to feel that 

they are close to the moment of painting 
And through their 

digging they 
when the work was being created. In The 

discovered a Waterhole Series it is an attempt to place 

carpet snake, but 



it was a little one. 

One of the sisters the viewer not close to the moment but 
said to the other, 

actually there as the work appears to be at a 
"No, no, this 

kunia is really, point of always "becoming". In Stella's 

really big." So article of "Working Space" (6) he writes that 

they kept looking, Berenson complained about Caravaggio's 
digging all the 

paintings as there was no place the viewer 
way. 

could orientate oneself. This leads one to 

They were the assumption that Caravaggio exploded 

digging and the surface where he created a full and 

digging following expansive space with no edges. Could this 
along all the way 

suggest that painting as a structure was put 
back the snake. 

into question, and that Stella's idea of the 
Once again they 

sighted a little early beginnings of abstraction lying within 

one but it wasn't the dark spaces of this work is worth 

the one they were 
considering? This raises the importance of 

after so they 
the support in relation to the image, that is 

lulled it and ate it. 

In their search for whether the image is determined by the 

the large kunia, edge of the support or whether it is not 

they kept on acknowledged. This is not about 
coming until they 

manipulating space but creating it and is 
arrived back to 

critical to understanding painting. Illustrated 
this place, 

Piltardi. space is read while created space is seen or 

felt with the body 

Still digging they 

began to throw 
From Carravaggio to Pollock is a big leap of 

rocks which 

formed the hills faith but to experience a Pollock like 

on 



surrounding 

Piltardi. Lavender Mist (see plate 1) one begins to 

see space isn't bounded to the edge of the 
They dug and 

they dug and the 
support. The paint skeins are in two planes 

hills were formed. at once, sometimes the marks are on the 

surface, sometimes floating, this relationship 

The older sister . .  

is in continual motion which begin to destroy 
said, "Aye, there's 

the background that is ground and then it 
a man talking 

down in that hole begins to lift the painting off the wall and 

- Did you hear it?" support. This is created space like in a 

she asked her Carravaggio. Both paintings are painted like 
sister and the 

flesh, surface like skin and structure like 
sister replied not 

particularly. 
bone. The painting is the body. 

But the older It is here one can see that the history of 

sister heard them painting especially Abstraction is a language 
again. It was the 

which continually requires structural change 
older brother (the 

rainbow serpent's as it is a growing language. 

stray brothers) 

saying to the The Waterhole Series referred to here, is 
younger one "You 

the structure of painting which is under 
go underneath 

me and if their 
question. It is here the paintings attempt to 

stick comes evoke some of the conventions only to 

through it will hit undermine them. That is the geometry of 

me in the back." the stretched canvas known as the support 

is under tension from the space created 
The older sister 

went further away within painting itself (see plates 2 and 3, 

to make a new 
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digging stick and 

she sharpened it Snakes and Ladders No. 5 and 6). The very 
really well, 

structure is being pushed and pulled. The 
brought it back 

edge of the support corrugates, sinks to and speared 

down into the become part of the gallery wall, there is no 

hole at the site of edge. The whites are not neutral but active, 

the waterhole. 
not black but colour, each one subtly 

different, no central image, it doesn't remain 
It penetrated the 

back of the older in the frame but moves, not using colour for 

brother rainbow its pictorial or aesthetic qualities but tone, 

serpent and chiaroscuro. Line is not line as it doesn't 
together with his 

delimit fields, it doesn't surround, divide. No 
younger snake 

figure against ground, no ground against 
brother they rose 

up through the figure. The push and pull never stops, the 

ground together. acrylic paint asserts itself as density, not 

hue but texture not colour but something 
On seeing this 

with its own imperatives. 
the women were 

terrified and 

threw away their Abstraction is a language and like language 

digging stick has grammar and syntax to convey 
which smashed 

meaning. The language of abstraction IS its 
down over the hill 

gestalt, its verticality, its horizontality, its 
and ran away. 

They also threw figure and ground, its composition, its 

away their space. A clear example of this is the work 

mungari (head of Rothko who works completely with the 
rest) and ran 

convention of composition where all form is 
towards the 

creek centralised. He does not question the 

1.1 



In their pursuit 

the two brothers convention of centrality as the work settles 
fell down 

back into the support because the edge 
because the older 

reasserts itself. Thus composition is implied 
brother was badly 

wounded and a because the shape is traditionally a window, 

lot of his fat came where as in The Waterhole paintings it is an 

out onto the 
attempt to question the very image to the 

rocks. 
point of becoming non image, it is not 

The younger centralised as it moves off the support and 

brother kept at the same time the support itself is being 

chasing these placed under pressure from within. This 
two women, 

ambiguity of space of where one is located 
swallowing the 

leads to a disorientation whereby the 
mungari the head 

band and he went painting is not silent and reflective but noisy 

right out beyond and active, see Waterhole No. 9 (see plate 

the hills and 
4) This space holds the meaning of 

circled back into 
painting. 

where the women 

had sought 

refuse up in the 

side valley and 

he swallowed his 

wife the younger 

sister. The older 

brother then 

swallowed his 

wife and they all 

came back to the 

waterhole and 

became the 

rainbow serpents. 
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The Mark 



There are four 

rainbow serpents. THE MARK 

It was nearing the end of the thy, in between 
* Story by 

Nganyinytja: times not dry, not build up. / remember it 

oral translation clearly it was the 9th September 1995 as my 
transcribed. 

body sunk into a deep sleep, my last 

thoughts being the moonlight in the 

billabong in front of the house ... / was 

walking to Station No. 12 and standing at 

the foot of the crucified Christ was a woman. 

A jolt caved my chest below by breast plate 

a foreboding weight fell over me and the 

woman said "Presymmetry to Symmetry is 

No. 12". I awoke. 

From 1996 to 1999 the paintings explore the 

meeting place of dark and light. It is here in 

between, in the becoming of something, that 

the mark carries the weight of significance, 

already charged with meaning. The mark is 

vapourish, transparent, feathery, actually 

quite indescribable at times, it almost 

becomes recognisable as black sinks to 

ground or comes forward like a net. It's as if 

it sags forward or bulges out as the viewer 

is embraced or repelled, as in the paintings 

No. 9 and No. 11 of The Waterhole Series 

11111  



(see plates 4 and 5). This ambiguity leads 

one not to arrive at the canvas but to see 

the process of "becoming". It is an attempt 

to go beyond space and time in temporal 

experience to see what lies between space 

and time. 

This mark which is charged with or loaded 

with is what I call "withinness". Krauss in 

The Optical Unconscious says "to make a 

mark is already to leave one's mark, it is 

already to allow the outside of an event to 

invade it inside. "(7) The importance of this 

type of process in mark making cannot be 

understated. The paintings in "The 

Waterholes" have no mimetic mark making, 

that is the marks are not deliberately trying 

to create signs of something else. The 

process allows the paint and canvas to 

create itself, its own textures and rhythms. 

However if an image is seen it occurs by 

accident to the extent that this is exploited 

by me in the process of painting. 

The mark is a bearer of meaning. This 

meaning or content is indexical as the 

I.' 



marks are traces of the artists "presence", 

they are fully inflected, loaded and 

motivated by "hands on" manipulation. 

Therefore the mark's indexicality is the 

trace of the artist's appearance, marking a 

return to the referent where the mark is also 

the bearer of the unconscious. The 

Waterhole Series can refer to the collective 

unconsciousness. One only needs to see 

reflected within the waterhole eyes of the 

stars looking out. The eyes are the stars of 

the ancestors who have witnessed the 

events of the past. This interpretation is 

unconscious but also image. Painting No. 1 

1998 of the The Waterhole Series (see 

plate 6) is like a mask that reveals a hidden 

truth within. Jung describes the meaning of 

water as the most common symbol for the 

unconscious. John Welch, in describing 

Theresa Avila's writing on entering water, 

says "one reaches it as a powerful and 

unknown depth within oneself and that 

water presents itself as an image of a 

hidden world." He continues by saying 

"deep waters contain life which is invisible to 

surface eyes." (8) Psychologically water 

12 



refers to the spirit that has become 

unconscious and when it enters these 

depths it is to gain nourishment. 

Symbolically transformation occurs and is 

best described by Jung as "whenever water 

appears it is usually the water of life, 

meaning a medium through which one is 

reborn. It symbolises a sort of baptism 

ceremony, or initiation, a healing that gives 

both resurrection or rebirth .....(9) 

If water alludes to the parameters of the 

collective unconsciousness, then I believe 

that the collective unconsciousness is 

literally a space of symbols which one 

resublimates to the conscious state to give 

meaning to one's reality. Prior to this there 

may be just meaning in space without 

symbols. The potentiality for something to 

occur out of nothingness which holds 

everything like a liquidity of space forever 

changing its shape never quite arriving at 

form to give symbol. However it carries 

meaning but is not perceived or represented 

as a form. 



In The Waterhole Series can there be a 

striking action at the figure standing in the 

mirror? Can it be smashed and if so do the 

paintings lie in the space behind the mirror, 

the space that may lie shattered in pieces 

on the ground. As Krauss explains such an 

operation undoes form by declassing it. (10) 

That is, the separation between space and 

time whereby lowering the vehicle of the 

trace would locate the clues of meaning in 

the event. That is to say if one goes below 

the horizon of the table like Pollock, that is 

to go below the axis of what I take to mean 

the body, then ground may possibly yield 

another meaning, that is below ground prior 

to or before the unconsious state. 

What lies shattered in pieces on the ground 

maybe is the non figure or ground on 

ground. This immediately brings to mind the 

paintings of Emily Kame Kngwarreye. In 

Judith Ryan's account she relates the 

experience of Kngwarreye singing a painting 

"she bowed her head and with her left hand 

covered her eyes, as her outstretched right 

arm pointed to the picture she quietly began 

14 



intone, a thin droning song at the harder 

edge of the voice..." (11) 

This visual prayer linked to the indexical 

mark may carry the intent, the meaning. For 

initiated Aboriginal people the work is 

encoded at different levels of meaning for 

information to be passed on. However 

people outside of this knowledge can 

understand the work as a whole unified 

painting which allows one to experience the 

land. 

There are numerous accounts of 

Kngwarreye painting techniques but the 

important character of the mark making is 

what lies underneath it. With the Utopia 

Panels 1996 (see plate 7) of horizontal lines 

one is immediately aware that these marks 

hold powerful motivation of her country 

"Alhalkere". These lines which hold such 

strong meaning originated from the 

ceremonial body design in ceremony. It is 

precisely here that one needs to enquire to 

the nature of these meanings, to begin to 

understand fully what lies underneath the 

15 



mark. As Elizabeth Grosz in Cadences 

says "the most important aspect of 

Abstraction is that the work may conceal the 

cultural difference that are crucial to 

understanding the painting." (12) 

The way it was delivered onto the surface is 

a gestural motion of song linking the 

painting to country. It goes without saying 

the prepared surface was already charged 

with significance. It is like the indexical 

mark with Big Yam Dreaming 1995 (see 

plate 8) which emerges from below the 

ground and becomes figure on ground. 

However this process may also be read as 

ground on ground or non figure on ground. 

This is because it relates to the idea of 

horizontality; her work acts below the body, 

below ground, below form. It is fundamental 

to understand that during this process of 

"becoming", of being sung up the paintings 

in sense of Bataille's term are formless or 

"below form" in their horizontality. 

On of the major problems in comparing 

Kngwarreye to previous Abstract 

16 



Expressionists such as Pollock, Newman 

and closer to home Tuckson, is to misread 

the language of Abstraction. Abstraction is 

an evolving tradition which can be engaged 

at different levels. In western terms this 

tradition has interrogated painting as 

painting/placing the object and the space 

itself under investigation. On the other hand 

Kngwarreye concerns are her country 

"whole lot" (13) and this is primarily what 

she brings out and onto the surface, the 

content of the story. Kngwarreye and 

Western Abstract Expressionists are 

working in a context designated as 

"Abstract" but from totally different premises 

as to what the mark is being charged with. 

The structure of painting reveals a different 

space that Kngwarreye is engaged in and 

this opens other doors to a different 

understanding. 

A clear example of this misreading is when 

Hodges speaks how Emily took the formal 

device, the stripe, from the border of her 

batiks and the edges of her canvases and 

made them into a motif for whole paintings. 

17 



(13) The Utopia panels use this stripe or 

line. 

The language of Hodges belongs to 

Western Abstraction and it is a bold 

assumption to claim that Kngwarreye 

understood this. The stripes and flnes do 

have meaning as stated before but the 

meaning derives from the body designs, 

from breast paint from sorry scars. This is 

crucial to understanding the painting. 



Horizontality: 
The Space of Difference 



HORIZONTALITY: 

THE SPACE OF DIFFERENCE 

It was nearing the end of the dry, in between 

times not dry, not build up. I remember it 

clearly it was the 9th September 1995 as my 

body sunk into a deep sleep, my last 

thoughts being the moonlight in the 

billabong in front of the house ... I was 

walking to Station No. 12 and standing at 

the foot of the crucified Christ was a woman. 

A jolt caved my chest below by breast plate 

a foreboding weight fell over me and the 

woman said "Presymmetry to Symmetry is 

No. 12". I awoke. 

A language in Abstraction may help us in 

understanding the paintings by Kngwarreye; 

in this case its horizontality rather than a 

symbolic explanation which tends to 

interpret symbols and signs for meaning. 

Leo Steinberg spoke of a new orientation in 

which the painted surface is no longer the 

analogue of a visual experience of nature 

but one of operational processes. This 

horizontal orientation allows for a different 

19 



operational process. For argument sake 

Pollock's painting Lavender Mist could be 

said to be process hanging on the wall. This 

is the language of western abstraction. Its 

orientation in process was horizontal but the 

reading of the work was always going to be 

vertical. 

An interesting diversion occurs when 

reflecting on Kngwarreye paintings. For 

example, Yam Dreaming 1995 could be 

described as having an orientation because 

of its operational processes involved in its 

horizonality. The paintings from this period 

do not necessarily have a "correct" way of 

being viewed, vertically. These paintings 

could be seen lying on the ground where the 

yam comes from. However if one takes the 

paintings from the Utopia Panels there is a 

different reading if the stripes or lines that 

come from body designs of ceremony. 

These have a vertical input and could be 

read as such as the body in ceremony is in 

an upright position. Both examples come 

from operational processes through its 

horizontality but one has a vertical reading 

while the other doesn't necessarily have to. 

20 



Lacan speaks of good form as seeing the 

centred subject where the image is seen as 

a mirror which is upright. To stand in such 

a position allows a particular way of seeing, 

one generally of domination and control. 

This upright, vertically oriented position 

where one sees the subject perpendicular to 

the direction of viewing is called "fronto-

parallel". Fronto-parallel existence is the 

precondition of form as stated by Krauss. 

(14) The moment one stands up and looks 

across at the subject one is generally talking 

about form. Like one who paints at an 

easel, it is a position of control and 

dominance. By standing up one 

immediately changes the position of 

horizontality of the ground to fronto-parallel. 

The Waterhole Series attempts to explore 

this horizontal ground. The waterhole like a 

mirror becomes invisible as one has 

lowered the view to be below the horizon 

line, ie. there is no horizon line. It is below 

the body. The view could be from the 

snake, that is a vision focused on the 

horizontal ground incorporating the haptic 
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experience of touch and smell. This sense 

of smell reminds me of : Lavender mist by 

Jackson Pollock. He lowered the canvas in 

direct opposition to the vertical upright and 

then placed it below the axis of the body 

onto the floor. He was in the painting 

producing work that had no image, no form, 

striking against verticality, against a 

structure of form as the vertical always 

represents form while the horizontality 

carries a meaning of the sign. Pollock was 

hitting out at painting's verticality while its 

horizontality carried meaning in its smooth 

space. 

This haptic function as Gilles Deleuze calls 

"smooth space of close vision" refers not to 

the actual quality of painting but to the non 

image or non form within the painting. (15). 

It can't be seen. The "literal unseen" or non- 

optical. One tends to project an image by 

likening it to a particular view. That is to 

resublimate the image optically bringing it 

into control. What is not seen is felt through 

the body, that smooth space transcends 

temporal experience, it is what activates the 

work and gives it the presence that is, it is 

22 



breathing and alive, for example the painting 

of Waterhole No. 15 (see plate 9). This is 

not to deny its optical presence but to state 

that both co-exist on or in the surface. 

Horizontality, looking down into the 

waterhole is an act of submergence. It 

allows for such actions of trace as dotting, 

punching, hitting, trampling, throwing, 

dabbing etc. These sometimes aggressive 

movements hold the internal meaning 

behind the mark when laid out on the floor 

are a type of spatial mapping but retain their 

inner meaning when seen vertically. This 

direct resistance to the vertical which is 

seen as form is what is in operational play 

when the painting has been worked on the 

floor. It sinks, it bags, pushes in and out, 

collapses on itself. That is the war or 

struggle that is created in the process 

through the operation to destroy gestalt and 

create an instructive formlessness. By 

reading the work as image eg, clouds, tree 

roots etc., the viewer resublimates the mark 

into the field of form: that is, to control the 

non image into image, to feel in control and 
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resisting the work from washing over 

oneself, letting it be. The repetition of the 

mark is intended to resolve the 

figure/ground relationship as an "all over" 

painting. The ground is suffocated and 

"drowned" in the waterhole. To suffocate is 

to saturate the ground with paint. Then to 

suffocate the figure ground relationship is to 

speak of a space of difference. 

What is difference? The pure trace is 

difference. Derrida "invented the term 

difference to account for the temporal 

disjunction internally fissuring the event." 

(16) Temporal disjunction refers to the 

unconscious action before form is created. 

This is gestalt free and is happening in the 

operational time that is in the process before 

form arrives at conscious time. That is in 

the "becoming" of form, difference emerges. 

This operation is what the paintings of The 

Waterholes are derived from. The paintings 

are at that moment before form and 

consciousness has taken place. The pure 

movement that produces difference is the 

trace of the indexical mark which I believe 
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has content because of its meaning. 

Content is determined within the event. 
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Figure and Ground 



FIGURE AND GROUND 

It was nearing the end of the dry, in between 

times not dry, not build up. / remember it 

clearly it was the 9th September 1995 as my 

body sunk into a deep sleep, my last 

thoughts being the moonlight in the 

bilabong in front of the house ... I was 

walking to Station No. 12 and standing at 

the foot of the crucified Christ was a woman. 

A jolt caved my chest below by breast plate 

a foreboding weight fell over me and the 

woman said "Presymmet,y to Symmetry is 

No. 12". lawoke. 

Is figure versus ground the fundamental of 

perception? What one sees is in the 

separation of bounded objects in relation to 

the ground. Subject or Object? Krauss 

discusses "the relationships of figure and 

ground in form of complex axis which is 

figure versus ground and a neutral axis 

which is "not figure" versus "not ground." 

This neutral axis she says "acts as a 

shadow, an in between, a maybe." (17) 

Obvious examples of this are all over 
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painting, colour field painting and sets of 

concentric circles/squares. 

However when the figure is the same as 

"not ground" a situation arises to the 

inverse. That is when the "not ground" is a 

field or background that reasserts itself to 

the surface of the work to become 

foreground. That is the ground becomes 

the non figure. This movement occurs in 

The Waterholes whereby in the works that 

are figure on ground, white on black, the 

black reasserts itself coming forth. This 

movement between the figure and ground, 

between ground and non figure, between 

non ground and figure, which is continuous, 

allows certain areas of the canvas to be 

dispersed and suffocated. It disposes the 

figure and ground with such intensity of 

opposition which in the end places pressure 

on the edge of the support. The geometric 

support in The Snakes and Ladders series, 

1996 is under such stress that it appears to 

bulge ripple, float, sink as if being punctured 

or tightened by a black band (see plates 2 

and 3) . Thus the stretcher that supports the 
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canvas is under intense pressure within. For 

in the paintings of Pastoral Stations, 1997, 

Numbers 4 and 7 (see plates 10 and 11) the 

paint is forced out and bags under the 

weight. It can't resist gravity so it collapses. 

This gravity pulls against the form's ability to 

hold itself intact by staying upright, 

continually fighting against the fall. Like 

when Christ falls three times and is then 

hung, pierced and on his last gasp of air his 

chest heaves to concave and convex and 

dies. The vertical form falls and now lies 

horizontally. 

"If a painting can be seen as a body with 

organs can it also be seen as a body 

without organ" as Deleuze and Gualtari say 

"deterritorialized" (18)? This becomes a 

body without form, a 'gestaitless" body. 

This is what Anton Ehrenzweig calls "depth 

vision which is gestalt free being a primal 

sign as in formless." (19) This primal sign is 

the bearer of the mark from the 

unconscious. However like thoughts of a 

dream when one awakes, one inevitably 

tries to make sense of form as images and 

forces them into narrative. The same can be 
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suggested in painting, this is when dealing 

with a work within the language of 

abstraction one must allow the presence of 

the work to wash over one, to allow the 

painting to exist in its own right, this is to say 

not to try to control what you see by giving it 

surface gestalt, that is form control. It would 

be better to see with one's body, as one 

would experience the paintings, the event, 

the operational stage of differences. To try 

and see the work in terms of looking through 

a window is not what The Waterhole 

paintings are about. It is about trying to 

place the viewer in the space, to feel and 

experience the work through the body. It is 

to stand in the waterhole, one is not a 

viewer but a participant in the experience. It 

is about created space where the paintings 

act as an all over work of an unstable 

relationship with figure and ground. 

29 



The Shape Shifter 



THE SHAPE SHIFTER 

It was nearing the end of the dry, in between 

times not dry, not build up. / remember it 

clearly it was the 9th September 1995 as my 

body sunk into a deep sleep, my last 

thoughts being the moonlight in the 

billabong in front of the house 

/ was walking to Station No. 12 and 

standing at the foot of the crucified Christ 

was a woman. A jolt caved my chest below 

by breast plate a foreboding weight fell over 

me and the woman said "Presymmetry to 

Symmetry is No. 12". / awoke. 

To see with our bodies, to experience the 

work as a whole brings one to one of the 

operations of formless that is "Pulse". (20) 

If one area of the canvas dissolves into 

another a "sense of erosion or disposal" 

occurs then one is in the hand of forces that 

are out to create an unstable ground by 

scattering what may be shapes into 

formlessness. This pulsatile effect like a 

throb of a pulse, a heart beat, a breath, 

makes the surface become unstable. This 
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repeating beat of unshapely marks is the THE 

nature of undoing form by dispersing RESURRECTION 

OF LAZARUS 
symmetry across the heart of the canvas 

whereby the pulse of black and white/figure There was 

and ground gives one the inverse of form. a man 

Painting Number 15 (see plate 7) could be named 

Lazarus 
an example of this type of formless where 

who lived in 
the pulse is generated in the operation of 

the village 

difference. It is here where meaning and of Bethany 

content is dispersed. In this comes the with the two 

beat, the pulse between life and death. The sisters,  
Mary and 

Waterholes are the pulse between life and 
Martha, and 

death. ,...-. ii ne Wd H. - 

It was the 

When one speaks of shape as form I am same Mary, 

the sister of 
reminded of Frank Stella paintings and 

the sick 
essay by Fried on shape as form. Shape in 

man 

the case of Stella is determined by the Lazarus, 

support. It was part of Modernist painting to who 

acknowledge the character of the painting 
anointed 

the Lord 
support (see reference p.9). In Stella's 

with 

paintings of 1960, the process began at the ointment 

edge and repeated the shape until the entire and wiped 

plane was worked. Therefore the shape of his feet with 

her hair. 
the support and its size became an 

The sisters 
important factor in the work. A deductive 
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structure. It is here that Stella revealed that sent this 

shape itself can become the object of message to 

Jesus, 
conviction or ideas whereas before shape 

"Lord, the 
was an object place on a surface plane. man you 

The depicted shape was now dependent on love is ill". 

the literal shape of the support. The On 

problem my work seeks to re-engage is how 
receiving 

the 
a depicted shape can reassert itself when 

message, 

the literal shape is placed under such Jesus said, 

figure/ground tension that the tension within "This 

the painting brings forth the black shape, 
sickness 

will end not 
thus causing it to billow or recede. That is, 

in death but 
the shape is created and dispersed. That is, in God's 

my work seeks to question the edge unlike glory, and 

Stella who engaged with the framing edge through it 

the Son of 
to determine the outcome of the work. The 

God will be 
Waterholes instead set out to buckle and glorified 

destroy the edge. On the other side of the 

edge is where all is held, all things and no Jesus loved 

things, the Gallery wall. The painting 
Martha and 

her sister 
echoes part of what is breathed on the edge 

and 

or passes through. Both figure and ground Lazarus, 

are engaged in a struggle of holding on, of yet when he 

mutual annihilation or assertion over each heard that  
Lazarus 

other. What comes forth then recedes. It is 
was iii he 

a constant never ending battle in space. 
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This battle in painting is trying to reconcile stayed 

the opposites of black and white or dark and where he 

was for two 
light. 

more days 

before 

Mary Alice Lee in the catalogue "Black and saying to 

White and Red All Over" discusses the the 

deployment of chiaroscurro in relation to disciples  
"Let us go 

this operation where "chiaroscurro" is the 
to Judaea". 

"process itself" in the paintings. * The 

disciples 

* Following my premise, I see this painting as the said, 

operation of the principle of the reconciliation of 
"Rabbi, it is 

 
not long 

opposites: not the task identified by Piet 
since the 

Mondrian, but that of his seventeenth-century 
Jews 

Dutch ancestors in their deployment of 
wanted to 

chiaroscuro. My preference for the word stone you: 

"operation", rather than "representation", echoes are you 

the early critics of tonal painting, who discussed going back 

it in terms of technique and process rather than again?" 

image. In saying that Adsett lays bare the Jesus 

academic principle of chiaroscuro, I mean to 
replied: 

 

emphasise that his art is identical with the 
"Are there 

dialectic at play in the process itself. In order to 
not twelve 

understand how the operation of the dark/light 
hours in a 

polarity signifies in Adsett's paintings, we have to day7  

realise first, that of all the structural conventions A man can 

which underwrite the visual arts, chiaroscuro has walk in the 
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had a unique signifying capacity from its very daytime 

inception. It was Northern Baroque art which without 

exploited to the full the dramatic potential of stumbling 

chiaroscuro, resulting in a new concept of because he  
has the light 

existential space which served Protestant 
of this world 

spirituality. In theoretical terms, the hierarchy of 
to see by; 

disegno-ri!ievo-colore which had dominated 
but if he 

Central Italian Renaissance painting, was walks at 

replaced by a technique of superimposition of night he 

layers in which colour and relief were fused. stumbles, 

because 

This disorientation, I claim, breaks the 
there is no 

light to 
silence of the modernist grid. This grid was 

guide him." 

like a net that allowed nothing to move 

between the inner and the outer, it bound He said that 

the surface where there were no screams. It and then  
added, "Our 

tied one to the control of the canvas surface 
friend 

where the work like Mondrian was free of Lazarus is 

any external referents, that is without a resting, I 

horizon mediating land or sky. However The am going to 

wake him". 
Waterholes attempt to deal with what lies 

The 
between land and sky and in doing so 

disciples 

attempts to destroy and collapse the grid by said to him, 

suffocating and dispersing the ground and "Lord, if he 

refusing it to be contained within the edge of 
is able to 

rest he is 
the support. This occurs because the mark 

sure to get 
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carries the weight of significance of the better". 

external referents. The phrase 

Jesus used 

referred to 
According to Newman a Kwakihti Artist 

the death of 

said: Lazarus, 

"Shape was a living thing, a vehicle for but they 

abstract thought complex, a carrier of 
thought that 

 
by 'rest" he 

awesome feelings, unknowable. The 
meant 

abstract shape was therefore real rather "sleep", 0 

than formal abstraction of a visual fact, with Jesus put it 

its overtone of an already known nature. plainly,  
"Lazarus is 

(21) 
dead; and 

for your 

This quote raises questions as to who is sake I am 

saying what? The Kwakihiti Artists speaks glad I was 

not there 
about shape as a living thing but the 

because 
language of formal abstraction is more likely 

now you will 

to be that of Newman. However the believe. 

question lies within the meaning of real. But let us 

The Waterhole Senes attempts to show the go to him." 

Then 
process by which the western 

Thomas-- 

representation system of landscape painting known as 

is brought into conflict with the real. the Twin-- 

said to the 

other 
I think land not landscape and how the 

disciples, 
waterhole is painted best explains what 
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maybe in conflict here. Mary Alice Lee "Let us go 

wrote, according to Walter Benjamin too, and die 

with him". 
"horizontality is the condition of the sign, 

whereas vertical orientation is always that of 
On arriving, 

representation." (22) The canvas is painted Jesus found 

horizontally on the ground however its that 

vertical dimensions are always seen by me Lazarus 

had been in 
as a right way up. Even when the paintings 

the tomb for 

are vertical, that is upright, they still read four days 

horizontally because of the inner meaning already. 

which establishes the rules of the game that Bethany is 

only about 
have already been charged with significance 

two miles 
at the operative stage. That stage which 

from 

lowers the canvas below the horizon line in Jerusalem, 

"the waterhole" allows the mark to enter the and many 

level below form. This horizontality is seen Jews had 

come to 
in the titles of the last three series, Snakes 

Martha and 

and Ladders, Pastoral Stations and The Mary to 

Waterholes. Unlike a bounded track of land sympathise 

which is surveyed or viewed as a "scape" with them 

over their 
the waterhole allows one to sink in it, allows 

brother. 
time and space to slide across one another, 

When 

it is not static, it is alive, breathing and Martha 

moving, heard that 

In painting land as in The Waterhole I hope 
Jesus had 

come she 
to reveal that it is "the waterhole", that the 
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viewer stands in the place in which it is went to 

painted. For example the space of drowning meet him. 

Mary 
in Waterhole paintings Numbers 9, 11, 13 

remained 
(see plates 4, 5 and 12). It is unlike Monet's sitting in the 

Waterlilies at the Orangerie Installation, house. 

Musee du Louvre where one stands in the Martha said 

middle of the water waist deep and views to Jesus "If  
you had 

the waterlilies in curvilinear space. The 
been here, 

Waterho/e paintings are about sinking below my brother 

that horizon, drowning amongst the lillies. would not 

To "represent" drowning one needs to have died, 

but I know 
experience the work rather than "think" 

that, even 
painting in terms of drowning. By "think" I 

now, 

mean what one brings to the painting to whatever 

resublimate it to control the work in terms of you ask of 

form or representation. I believe all the God, he will  
grant you". 

elements which give us landscape as an 
"Your 

image are in practice here in my painting brother' 

without overdetermining the reading of form. said Jesus 

to her "will 

In her essay, Mary Alice Lee says that "the 
rise again." 

Martha 
painting is suspended from picture making, 

said, "I 

resulting in a declassification of art in know he will 

presenting one with the performing genre." rise again 

(23). It is the performing genre that clearly at the 

resurrection 
illustrates why the paintings are the 
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waterholes and not representation of them. on the last 

The indexical trace or the unconscious day". Jesus 

action which for me re-enacts the story of 
said: 

Lazarus of life and death, of dark and light, 
"I am the 

of breathing and suffocating is within the resurrection 

paintings. It is here that the ritual is 

retained, the work becomes the very nature if anyone 

believes in 
of what is being painted, the story of 

me, even 
Lazarus through the waterhole. That is if though he 

the work holds this performative nature, it dies he will 

becomes the waterhole itself, not a live, 

representation of it. The viewer is located in 
and 

whoever 
the work. In this case below the ground. 

lives and 

believes in 

The drawing of the mark is located below me 

ground in The Waterholes. They arise as will never  
die. 

ground reasserts itself to become non 
Do you 

figure. It can be read as the skeletal believe 

structure of drawing that western art is this?" 

"hung up" on, eg. Painting No. 14 (see plate 

9). Being in the waterhole is like being 
"Yes, Lord," 

she said "I 
behind, inside the structure of painting. To 

believe that 

do this is to go below the ground, below you are the 

form. Christ the 

Son of God, 

the one 
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Faith 



FAITH who was to 

come into 

this world.' 
It was nearing the end of the thy, in between 

times not dry, not build up. I remember it When she 

clearly it was the 9th September 1995 as my had said 

body sunk into a deep sleep, my last this, she 

thoughts being the moonlight in the 
went and 

called her 
bilabong in front of the house ... / was 

sister Mary, 

walking to Station No. 12 and standing at saying in a 

the foot of the crucified Christ was a woman. low voice, 

A jolt caved my chest below by breast plate 'The Master 

is here and 
a foreboding weight fell over me and the 

wants to 
woman said "Presymmetry to Symmetry is 

see you". 

No. 12". I awoke. Hearing 

this, Mary 

According to Michael Fried, presentness is 
got up 

 
quickly and 

grace and occurs when "one experiences a 
went to him. 

painting and at every moment the work itself Jesus had 

is wholly manifested." He goes on to say not yet 

that "it is continuous and entire presentness, come into 

the village; 
amounting, as it were to the perpetual 

he was still 
creation of itself that one experiences a kind 

at the place 

of instantaneousness." (24) I would say where 

oneness and this is ultimately the condition Martha had 

of painting. If one experiences the whole 
met him. 

When the 
painting of Lavender Mist by Pollock in all its 
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depth and fullness at one time, it may, I Jews who 

believe, reveal the manifestation of law, were in the 

house 
God's Law. Like the chalice of wine at the 

sympathisin 
last supper, what is contained within the cup 

g with Mary 

is the foundation of Christian belief to saw her get 

understanding life and death and the UP 50 

resurrection. To experience this 
quickly and 

 
go out, they 

understanding is described in Poetics in 
followed 

Space by Gaston Bachelard when referring her, 

to Baudela ire when he writes about the thinking that 

sacred cup when one is "plunged into she was 

going to the 
infinite space". He writes: "it swells and 

tomb to 
expands, stirred by ineffable aspirations, it 

weep there. 

yields to increasing bliss ... It sinks into 

ecstatic adoration as though the whole Mary went 

world had suddenly disappeared . (25) This 
to Jesus, 

 
and as 

immensity as Bachelard describes it, is a 
soon as she 

feeling of ecstasy, it dissolves and absorbs, saw him 

it has a primal value and can lead to a she threw 

liberating experience where the burden of herself at 

his feet 
weight of your own being is released. To 

saying, 
experience the cup/painting in all its depth 

"Lord, if you 

and fullness as a manifestation of law is had been 

presentness. What lies in understanding this here, my 

law maybe faith: that is the belief in the story brother 
 

would not 
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which explains the law as the meaning have died". 

behind the myth. At the sight 

of her tears, 

and those 
My God, my God why have you forsaken of the Jews 

me? (26) who 

followed 

A myth is as strong a faith, it IS a line to a 
her, Jesus 

 
said in 

spiritual world, to water from a deep spring 
great 

under the waterhole. Painting brings one distress, 

face to face with the shadows that are with a sigh 

actualised or brought forward from that came 

straight 
unconscious existence to conscious 

from the 
existence. "Your face Lord I seek, do not 

heart, 

hide your face from me." (27) "Where 

have you 

When swimming in the waters of the 
put him'?" 

 
They said, 

unconscious Hildengard sees the "net as a 
"Lord, come 

weapon to protect one who fish in those and see". 

waters" (28), however to fish is quite simply Jesus wept; 

a matter of knowing how to fish. Knowing is and the 

Jews said, 
knowledge and wisdom is knowing how to 

"See how 
use it. To know a myth is to enter this 

much he 

experience where painting may reveal the loved him!" 

truth under the language of the mark. What But there 

lies under the mark is the trace. This were some 

who 
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primordal truth takes us back to the very remarked, 

roots of human experience. "He opened 

the eyes of 

a blind 
The fall from grace which underpins these 

man, could 

paintings is the snake. The paint surface is he not have 

like the skin of the water python, it is not prevented 

true black as it IS red and green layered to this man's 

death?" 
become a submerged wet darkness while 

Still sighing, 

the white's wake is hallucinatory. These 
Jesus 

subtle differences change according to the reached the 

light like the skin of the rainbow serpent or tomb: it was 

surface of rainbow water shimmering. 
a cave with 

a stone to 

close the 

Bede Griffiths refers oneness "as all opening. 

diversities or differences are present in 

one." (29) This unity is not a non dual Jesus said, 

"Take the 
relationship with one not the other, it lies 

stone 

somewhere in between. So the paintings away 

could be said to be the act or operation of Martha aid 

reconciling opposites: that is bringing black to him, 

'Lord, by 
and white together not as opposites, but as 

now he will 
part of a whole. It is important to 

smell; this 

acknowledge again that the paintings are is the fourth 

seen as an "operation" or "process", the day". Jesus 

very act itself of painting is what I am replied, 

"Have I not 
interested in; not trying to represent the idea 
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but to become the idea. This distinction is told you 

significant because through the process or that if you 

believe you 
even ritual, there is a point when creation 

will see the 

itself takes over and the painting paints glory of 

itself. The story paints itself. When Krauss God? So 

quotes Johnathon Edwards on faith, Michael they took 

Fried writes 'that each moment places us 
away the 

stone. 
before the world in the very presence of 

Then Jesus 
God in the act of creating it." (30) lifted up his 

eyes and 

Faith or belief in myth is difficult to describe said: 

adequately or explore rationally because it 
Father, I 

is a physical experience, as in the 
thank you 

experiences of a Pollock painting in all its for hearing 

depth and fullness at any one time. my prayer. 

However in conclusion, I would like to 
knew 

indeed that 
reassert the value of myth as it informs the 

you always 

operation or process of painting, of the faith hear me, 

with which one enters the ritual which but I speak 

indexically traces and expresses the for the sake 

of all these 
meaning of the myth. 

who stand 

round me, 

Mystery reminds me off Deleuze's idea of so that they 

the "literal unseen". It is located in the may believe 

i painting and can nform the painting. In the it was you  
sent me." 

example of The Waterhole Series the story 
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of Lazarus is the myth that underpins the 

work. The story of faith, of life, death and of When he 

had said 
resurrection. The marks created do not 

this, he 
represent the waterhole but become 

cried in a 

entangled with the viewer in the waterhole loud voice, 

as if fighting to be free. It is not until the final "Lazarus, 

two paintings No. 15 and 16 (see plates 9 here! Come 

out!" The 
and 13) that they are released. The weight 

dead man 

of entrapment is gone and the white marks 
came out, 

"come forth" to assert their control over the his feet and 

dark. It is at this point where the hands 

submergence and emergence of painting 
bound with 

bands of 
as a sacred site meet. The trace enacts the 

stuff and a 

story of Lazarus. A trace which is the cloth round 

unconscious action before form is created. his face. 

The words of the story exist in space and Jesus said 

to them, 
time, while the trace is the mark or the echo 

"Unbind 

left behind when temporal experience is 
him, let him 

transcended. go free". 

To enter myth is to identify oneself with the 
* The 

Jerusalem 
traces of its expression. To enter the myth 

Bible: John 

is to live between life and death and this 11:1-44 

requires a commitment to faith. 
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LavenderMist 

Snakes and Ladders No.5 

Snakes and Ladders No.6 

Waterhole No.9 

Waterhole No. 11 

Waterhole No.1 
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Waterhole No. 15 
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Plate No.! Lavender Mist 1950 
Jackson Pollock 
Oil, enamel and aluminium paint on canvas 
219.7 x 302.2 cm 



Plate No. 2 Snakes and Ladders No.5 1996 
Acr'lic on linen 
183 x 122cm 



Plate No. 3 Snakes and Ladders No.6 1996 
Acrylic on linen 
183 x 122 cm 
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Plate No. 5 Waterhole No. 111998 
Acrylic on linen 
181 x 120 cm 



Plate No.6 WaterholeNo.l 1997 
Acrylic on linen 
94 x 152cm 
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Plate No.7 Utopia Panels 1996 
Acrylic on canvas 
280 x 100 cm each panel 
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Plate No.8 Big Yani Dreaming 1995 
Acrylic on canvas 
291.1 x 801.8cm 
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Plate No.10 Pastoral Station No.4 1997 
Acrylic on linen 
102 x 165 cm 



Plate No.11 Pastoral Station No.7 1997 
Acrylic on linen 
102 x 165 cm 



Plate No. 12 Waterhole No.13 1999 
Acrylic on linen 
120 x 181 cm 
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Humpty Doo Station No.13, The Waterhole Series, 
1997 - 1998 



Waterhole No. 11997 
Acrylic on linen 
94x 152cm 



Waterhole No.2 1997 
Acn lie on linen 
94x 152cm 



Waterhole No.3 1997 
Acrylic on linen 
94 x 152 cm 



Waterhole No.4 1997 
Acrylic on linen 
94x 152 cm 



Waterhole No.5 1998 
Acrylic on linen 
152 x94cm 



Waterhole No.6 18 
Acrylic on linen 
152 x94 cm 



Waterhole No.7 1998 
Acrylic on linen 
152 x94cm 



Waterhole No.8 1998 
Acrylic on linen 
152 x94cm 
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PREFACE 

The Drill Hall Gallery is pleased to host Black and White and Red All 
Over, an exhibition of the work of Peter Adsett, a major artist whose work is 
inspired by the relationship to land of indigenous Australians. 

Born and trained in New Zealand, Peter Adsett came to Australia in 
1982. He now lives and works in Darwin. He exhibits regularly at the 
William Mora Galleries in Melbourne and has participated in a number of 
national exhibitions. From September 1997 until February 1998 he was an 
Artist-in-Residence at the Painting Workshop, Canberra School of Art, the 
Australian National University. During this time Peter Adsett established 
strong relationships with colleagues, students and new friends at the 
University. 

Since 1989, when Peter Adsett was invited by the Pitjantjatjara elder, 
Nganyinytja, to experience her country, the painter has been absorbed in 
investigating the relationship to land of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
Austrailians. The Pitjantjatjara people are the traditional guardians of a tract of 
land in Central Australia that straddles the Northern Territory, 
Western Australia and South Australia. Nganyinytja is a long time activist in 
the land rights movement and this invitation to an artist was an expression 
of her hope for a reconciled future between black and white, and the 
development of a visual language that would speak to white Australians 
about ways of undertstanding this country. 

I would like to thank Mary Alice Lee for her catalogue essay, a 
scholarly addition to the literature on this significant contemporary artist. 

Nancy Sever 
Director 
Drill Hall Gallery 
The Australian National University 



IN THE SERPENT'S THRALL 

Mary Alice Lee 

We would like to say, about abstract painting, the 
same thing that Peguy said about Kantian 
morality; it has pure hands, but it does not have 
hands. [Gilles Deleuze]1  

In the following discussion of the subject of Peter Adsett's art, I adopt 
the axiom applied to earlier models of rigorous, or theoretical abstraction, 
whereby meaning is to he sought in Hegelian logic and the language of 
structuralisrn.2  

The remarkable quality of Adsett's paint surface, which lies 
somewhere between a wet-suit and the skin of a reptile, is achieved by 
layering of the raw, red and green acrylic in such a way that individual hues 
become submerged in accruing darkness. It is not a true black which is 
produced, but a deep and resonant tone, which, set against the equally subtle 
whites, is hallucinatory in effect. The artist likens this palette to the concept 
of a Rainbow Serpent made up of all the colours of the spectrum. 

Following my premise, I see this painting as the operation of the 
principle of the reconciliation of opposites: not the task identified by Piet 
Mondrian, but that of his seventeenth-century Dutch ancestors in their 
deployment of chiaroscitro. My preference for the word "operation", rather 
than "representation", echoes the early critics of tonal painting, who 
discussed it in terms of technique and process rather than image.3  In saying 
that Adsett lays bare the academic principle of chiaroscuro, I mean to 
emphasise that his art is identical with the dialectic at play in the process 
itself. 

In order to understand how the operation of the dark/light polarity 
signifies in Adsett's paintings, we have to realise first, that of all the 
structural conventions which underwrite the visual arts, chiaroscuro has had a 
unique signifying capacity from its very inception. 

It was Northern Baroque art which exploited to the full the dramatic 
potential of chiaroscuro, resulting in a new concept of existential space 
which served Protestant spirituality. In theoretical terms, the hierarchy of 
disegiio-rilic'vo-colore which had dominated Central Italian Renaissance 
painting, was replaced by a technique of superimposition of layers in which 
colour and relief were fused. 
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Previously, and wherever the academic principle of disegno ruled, 
space was defined by the line which enclosed objects and figures, which 
completed and shaped form. Drawing, said Vasari, transferred to the flat 
surface of painting an Idea which already existed in the mind of the artist. 
The addition of colour and shading served only to support contours, to 
render form all the more transparent to an a-priori meaning. An evenly 
cast light was intended to promote the compartmentalisation of the surface 
of painting, the creation of logically sequential spaces which substitute for 
narrative time. When Venetian light and shade began to leach colours of 
their hue, and to dissolve hard edges into tonal extremes, this system was 
transgressed. Black produces opacity, or makes hollows. Either way, it 
proclaims the fictive surface, undermining art's mimetic role. 
Furthermore, loosed from its linear boundary, half hidden in shadows, the 
figure remains incomplete, and narrative time is halted. Renaissance 
writers expressed the change in just these terms of truncation of narrative 
and meaning. In the art of Giorgione, and then in Caravaggio, truth was 
suspended, and the viewing subject plunged into heretical doubt. In those 
frozen moments of pure horror, of severed heads, hands raised to strike 
the mortal blow, real time erupts into the space of timeless truth, and painting 
spills beyond the transcendental boundaries of the frame into life itself. 
This is what Poussin alluded to when he said that Caravaggio had come into 
the world to destroy painting. 

Dark and light, as Michelangelo demonstrated in the Sistine ceiling, 
have existed in a dialectical relationship since Creation. In his first Genesis 
scene, in which God separates the Light from Darkness, he teaches that one 
cannot exist without the other. Light is indeed the precondition of art, but 
light is already engaged in a dialectic of truth and heresy, one which is based 
upon the metaphor of perception as both seeing, and ascertaining (a higher 
truth).4  Thus, light comes into the universe occupying the topmost bar of a 
ladder which is pitch black at its base. To speak of them in terms of 
opposition is justified by the central principle of Renaissance art theory - 

derived from Aristotle - namely the doctrine of avoidance of extremes. In 
this they followed the poets, Dante having shown in the Paradiso that 
blindness is the condition of pure, divine light, as much as of the dark pit. 
The discourse of chiaroscuro throughout the ages retains an implicit moral 
directive, even John Dryden warning that extreme contrasts "offend the 
Sight" and in so doing, violate Reason itself.5  

Dialectical by nature, light and dark descend from the Sistine ceiling, 
weighted with the signification imposed by religious morality. In the art of 
Caravaggio, and later, of his heir Rembrandt, this dialectic substitutes 
outright for pictorial narrative. The shaft of light falling on a saint's head 
will be read as heavenly inspiration as a result of its vibration with the 
shadowed space of ignorance which it transects. Morality, therefore, is no 
longer a product of evenly-lit figuration, but of the tension between 
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juxtaposed masses of light and dark. Severed from a single, predetermined 
meaning, the image opens up to multiple interpretations, while the inert 
space of painting is redefined as phenomenal, embracing the viewer as the one 
who constructs meaning. 

In an inspired book which takes as its point of departure Poussin's 
denunciation of Caravaggio, the late Louis Mann focussed on the paintings 
of Poussin as manifestos of a system in which representation triumphs. 
Representation understood, in this case, as the entire, intellectual 
institution of Painting. The surface of Poussin's own painting was, as it 
were, a screen, onto which he projected theory, the set of rules by which 
praxis was lifted out of the reality of the lived world, away from the 
phenomenal body of the painter. Caravaggio's painting, on the other hand, 
slavishly copied the object he saw before him in the basement studio, 
producing not a representation, but the object's double: a simulacrum. This 
is to say that the "death" of painting was to come about through "an excess 
of mimesis". Mann identified this issue as not merely a critical watershed 
in the history of painting, but as uncovering the process by which meaning 
is generated in the work of art. He wrote: 

I am raising a very general question here: what is the relation 
between truth and painting, between a work of art and the internal 
structure that aims at this central referent and serves as its 
representation?6  

If the death of painting (its "condition as photography") is built into the very 
project of twentieth century painting,7  Mann showed that this situation was 
anticipated in Baroque painting, where the logical consequence of an excess 
of illusionism (through chiaroscuro) was the death of representation. 
However, what Poussin interpreted as destruction, was, by another 
definition, the rebirth of painting into "the convulsive life of the real".8  
This, I would claim, is what Adsett aims to reveal in his art: the process by 
which the representational system is brought into conflict with the real. 

From Hum pty Doo to Angatja: the Snakes and Ladders Series 
comprises ten vertical canvases, unframed, but stretched over invisible 
wooden mounts so that the edges are flush and smooth. Untitled, and 
comprising identical, minimal elements, the paintings are nevertheless 
highly individualistic. Each painting offers, as a relentless principle, 
alternating black and white bands, horizontally deployed like the 
mathematical "equal" (=) sign. White on black; black on white, each stands 
in negative or positive dialogue with its neighbour in the numerical 
sequence, now in pairs, now in some other, logically derived, grouping (for 
example, 5; 5). An inventory so-worded gives rise the to idea that the work 
is inspired by the legacy of geometric abstraction from Mondrian to Noland 
(or their Neo-Geo appropriators), but this idea is quickly dispelled when we 
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experience the work first hand. For these paintings refuse to occupy the 
discrete limits of their support, or, one might say, of Modernist painting. 
Rather, their "geometry" billows and blooms, the junction of the black and 
white not a clean-cut border or line, but a feathery evanescence, a vaporising. 
Not an arrival, therefore, but a becoming. Where there is white, at the top, 
bottom, or sides, the discrete canvas edge dissolves into thin air. At the 
sides, this causes the black horizontals to buckle in and out, concertina- 

Figs.1 & 2: From Humpty Doo to Angatja: the Snakes and Ladders Series, Numbers V and VII 

fashion, destroying any rectangular integrity in a plethora of trapezoidal 
shapes. Meanwhile, the parallel bars refuse to remain within their field, 
but begin to slide off at all edges, provoking an unsettling, vertiginous 
sensation in the viewer. There is the threat of limitless expansion. In short, 
the formal severity of the structuring principle of the Snakes and Ladders 
is literally de-formed, destabilised by the histrionics of the paint itself. 

Suddenly the title becomes very apt. Snakes and Ladders is a board 
game in which the firmness of our aspirations is undermined by erratic 
fortune, and geometry, the bedrock of form, is pitted against formlessness, 
invoked by the path of the snake, that creature which insinuates itself in 
the void, weaving through the interstices of form. (The game could operate 
with the ladder alone, since the fall from a ladder constitutes rapid 
movement from the upright to the horizontal. But the snake is so much 
better for the purpose in symbolising the Fall from Grace itself.) 

This series was inspired by a previous one, For Bride's Wake,9which Adsett 



conceived as a Stations of the Cross, building the rhythm of Christ's repeated 
falls on the way to Golgotha into the serial nature of the work. The 
horizontal bands of the Snakes and Ladders ensure narrative continuity 
throughout the series, but this is offset by the individuality of each canvas, 
a consequence of its vertical format. And so, the rising and falling cadence 
of Christ's journey in the Stations is established by a vertical/horizontal 
opposition which signifies in itself, no less than the act of genuflection 
signifies the Cross. 

The fascination and difficulty of Adsett's paintings is concentrated in 
the notion of "dark and light" as he presents it, and in their separation. 
I intimated at the outset that what functions as chiaroscuro is not true black 
and white, but extraordinary colour. It ranges from deep mulberry, 
to raven's wing blue and olive green, whilst the whites are chalky, 
yellowed - even tinged with blue and green. This colour is entirely at the 
mercy of real light, however, so that one cannot determine the point of time or 
distance at which the works become blue, for instance, or black. Furthermore, 
whilst one cannot avoid the terms "line", or "bands", strictly speaking, neither 
appears in Adsett's art. There is only non-form, non-line. The boundary 
between dark and light is, rather, an infinite regression, or encroachment. 
More apparent in some than others, there arises a steamy drift, like the "line" 
where sea-mist meets rain-cloud. 

In the strange drama which is enacted at the evanescent border of dark 
and light in The Snakes and Ladders Series, the artist paints the dynamic 
trajectory in which space becomes meaning: it is a kind of acrylic shape-
shifting (the time/space warp in Aboriginal narrative). Black and white 
operate, in fact, like the linguistic shifter, which allows for the exchange 
of identities and for the slippage of the literal into the metaphoric. The 
material substance of paint transforms into the politics of land use. 

Peter Adsett conceives of the land of Australia as underwritten by two 
laws, those of the black and white inhabitants. Any doubts we might have 
harboured about reading this in his work are dispelled by the multiple "image" 
of the horizon. 

No-one who has studied Mondrian is unaware that an elemental 
horizontal line, analogue of our human point of view across distance, 
signifies the horizon. (Mondrian ceased to paint the real horizon, however, 
replacing it with a single line, which he set into "dynamic equilibrium" 
with a corresponding vertical, thereby escaping reductive symbolism.) In our 
Western heritage the horizon demarcates sky and earth, setting them 
into opposition by reason of their conflation with the theological hierarchy 
of light-as-virtue / dark-as-vice. This great divide is a soul / body split, or rather, 
our moral state before and after the Expulsion from the Garden of Eden. 

Adsett does not negate this fundamental Western tradition; instead he 
paints his (in)version of it. His investigations of light and dark put into play 
all the symbolic variants inherent in the very terms chiaro (clear) and 



oscuro (obscure). Whites in his paintings are not transparent, but are 
layered over ill-concealed darks. Meanwhile, the darks bleed colour, and thus 
light, at their edges. In this way, darkness may come to signify not merely 
the Christian Hell, but a host of alternative, subterranean ideas, such as the 
Black Madonna, or Aboriginal Ancestry. 

A closer examination of The Snakes and Ladders Series will reveal more of 
Adsett's methods. Numbers I to VI have nearly parallel bands, setting up an 
oscillation like so many thrummed fence-wires. But in the last four paintings, 
the bands move apart to form unstable, rectangular planes, more pronounced 
in Numbers IX and X. It is as if the potential for illusionism, formerly held in 
check, is finally released. Surging back into the rectangles is everything that 
Mondrian's geometry locked out: heaven and earth and all things between. 

Figs. 3 & 4: From Hum pty Doo to Angatja: the S,iakes and Ladders Series, Numbers IX and X 

In Number X, the green-black bars are now too widely spaced to 
configure an "equal" (=) sign. Whilst the upper one is bordered above and 
below by white haze, so that it stands, however tremulously, as a black bar, 
the lower bar borders white only once, at its upper edge. As such, it reads as 
a low horizon, one, moreover, which seems to be sinking off the edge of the 
canvas towards the floor. This instability results in the expansion of the central 
white rectangle, which can no longer be contained, and so reads as an infinitely 
receding empyrean. 

Numbers IX and X demonstrate that art exists to teach us something. 
To articulate the knowledge which these works impart is not to lapse into 
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empty formalism, but to define intellectual curiosity as the aesthetic experience 
itself. At a superficial glance they are presented as the same work in negative 
and positive, setting up the expectation that the oppositions will continue to 
function like shifters when the scales are tipped. Reversals do not necessarily 
work, however. Black and white have always been ambiguous in their 
push/pull dynamic, and in Adsett's art, the pair perform just such a dance, the 
blue-black rectangle of Number IX, for example, receding like the midnight sky, 
only to tilt upright as a menacing foreground. 

The artist found it necessary to maintain the integrity of a white "equal" 
(=) sign - however widened - in Number IX, because the result of lowering the 
bottom bar beneath the edge of the canvas, as in Number X, would have been to 
create a painting of a single black rectangle slashed by a white bar. Such a 
dynamic would have wrecked the series: black is too strong to permit the subtle 
possibilities of white such as we see in Number X. On the other hand, this 
painting entails the most extraordinary balancing act. (How thin should that 
bottom black line be in order not to become another band? How thick, in order 
not to become a line? And so on.) In these two paintings, the artist lays bare the 
delicate process of decision-making, so that we become aware of how the 
slightest alteration can utterly change the construction of meaning (sky/not-sky; 
horizon / not-horizon). 

Walter Benjamin wrote that horizontality is the condition of the sign, 
whereas vertical orientation is always that of representation.1° The Snakes and 
Ladders Series puts these oppositions into play: it places the viewer in a self-
reflexive position, discovering representation in the process of becoming sign, or 
vice versa, abstraction becoming figurative. Read as landscapes, Adsett's 
paintings are singularly empty of the myths which burden Australian landscape 
painting, the wild colonial stuff beloved of artists from Roberts to Nolan. Adsett 
discards this, along with perspective and centralised image. In the halated 
junction of the dark/light bands lurks an image which never quite "forms". 
Such a move reinvests land with a kind of dignity, a state before those myths, a 
site with potential for multiple, non-hierarchical signification. 

What is intriguing is that potentially limitless extension, engendered at 
the edges of Adsett's Snakes and Ladders, does not add up to decorativeness. This 
is because the horizontality of the paint surface exists in a delicate balance with 
the vertical dimensions of the canvas support to ensure a right-way-up. In the 
studio, the artist inverts the paintings, and turns them on their sides, but these 
experiments serve the important function of confirming both the verticality (or 
"sublimity") of the intended orientation, and the "inner meaning"11  of 
horizontality built in at the operative stage. This is suggested by the titles of the 
three series: Snakes and Ladders conjures both a gaze which looks at something, 
and one which looks down onto something (a board-game). The same can be said 
of Pastoral Stations, which equally encompasses a panoramic section and a 
bird's-eye view. Only Waterlioles primarily implies a "plunging trajectory", to 
borrow a phrase from Rosalind Krauss (used in reference to Jackson Pollock). 
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Significantly, The Waterhole Series is devoid of any horizon. 
This question of orientation was critical in Jackson Pollock's abstraction 

also. It was this artist, following the example of Picasso's collages, who 
constructed a practice based upon the same principle articulated by Walter 
Benjamin, namely that the vertical plane of easel painting, prior to any marking, 
is the precondition of form. In her essays, Rosalind Krauss demonstrated that it 
was in order to strike against this verticality, what she called the "axis of the 
body", that Pollock lowered the canvas onto the floor - a zone beneath even the 
horizontal table. Subversive in intent, the dripped mark was understood as 
having "reached past the thematic surface and down into the structural level of 
form".12  Many of the titles applied to Pollock's drip-paintings, for example Full 
Fathom Five, reflect their intrinsic horizontality. But, notwithstanding Pollock's 
technique, drooling the paint from all sides of the canvas to create the "all-over" 
effect, he never fell into decoration. He knew that the destination of his work 
was the gallery wall, and there was always a decision about orientation when he 
cropped and signed the work. 

Fig.5 The Pastoral Stations Series, Number IV 

The paintings of The Pastoral Stations Series share similarities with the Snakes and 
Ladders, but are also very different. Some, like Number IV, specifically address 
the open-sidedness and warping effects of the previous series. The artist starts 
with the principle of dark / light horizontal bands, but multiplies them, varies 
their width - so that they approximate lines - and begins to bend them. As a 
consequence, these works are more optically demanding. The series adopts a 
horizontal format too, setting the stage for landscape, and making longer lines, 
which augments the sense of lateral expansion. Indeed, this sense of spreading 
out makes the Pastoral Stations appear like sections of a vast geological event. 
Each work embodies a different movement, varying from a gradual rippling, to 
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outrageous curvilinearity which threatens to encircle a form. Land is evoked, 
but also the human body, and we deduce that the Stations of the title refers as 
much to land usage as to the Stations of the Cross. What was hinted at in the 
Snakes and Ladders is now overt. Nevertheless, in this, as in all the series, the 
identity of form continues to elude us. 

Number VI is perhaps the most audacious painting in its blatant allusion 
to the human rib-cage. It is intriguing to watch this figuration becoming 
destabilised through over-signification, however, like Caravaggio's "excess of 
mimesis". The cause of this is the unusual symmetry, and the tight balance of 
opposing tones in the work. Black dominates through weight and centrality, but 
white, because it is unbordered at the sides, makes expansion possible, and thus 
comes to assert itself equally strongly. Aware of the tonal war he had created, 
the artist warned: "the painting is so strong it can't be seen at night". Read as 
positive, white bands become hands around a black body, or the compassionate 
gesture which marks the sixth Station of the Cross [Veronica wipes the face of 
Jesus]. Being all of these images, it is none of them (which came first, the light 
or the darkness?). This work makes me think of something Adsett said of 
Sidney Nolan's Kelly series, namely that the best thing in them was the 
black/white rectangle of Ned's mask, a comment which I interpreted to mean 
that this was a form with powerful potential to generate multiple meanings in 
itself, unlike the vapid figurative imagery 

The disorientation we experience in the presence of Adsett's paintings 
can be compared to that produced by the haptic, or "smooth space of close 
vision" that Gilles Deleuze identified with Nomad art. In the word "smooth" he 
did not refer to paint texture, but to the absence of any landmark, image, or 
form, in certain types of abstract painting (Art Informel). Analogies drawn from 
reality are our view of steppe, ice, sea, and the desert. Contrary to common 
assumption, said Deleuze, 

Fig.6 The Pastoral Stations Series, Number VI 
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one never sees from a distance in a space of this kind, nor does one 
see it from a distance; one is never "in front of", any more than one 
is "in" (one is "on"...)13  

If not in front of paintings, then where? This is a question posed by all of 
Peter Adsett's paintings: by the bending space of the Pastoral Stations, and by 
another quality again in the most recent work, The Waterhole Series. Here the 
investigations of a white "line" in an endless darkness seem to conjure what it 
might be like to be standing on a concave surface, or inside the painting looking 
out. The first four present a horizonless world (perhaps one not ruled by 
Western logic), before which we are at a loss to locate ourselves. The black and 
white relation has changed radically; in becoming a feathery line, white 
contours shapes - in two of the canvases, completely. Numbers III and IV follow 
the rule of the earlier series, which decrees that any "form" may only exist 
outside our range of vision. But Numbers I and II present the viewer with a 
bounded "image". Even as I articulate the words I realise how their inadequacy 
leads to inaccuracy: the white "line" of these paintings is unbroken, but, 
paradoxically, it does not enclose a form. This is because the white also performs 
as a "shadow" beneath the phantom dark form it purports to contour, lifting it 
up and out, towards the viewer, or conversely, causing it to sink back, behind the 
space of the canvas. If these are forms, they do not exist in a space we can define. 

Minimal in quantity by comparison with earlier series, white is 
astounding in its dynamic capacity in The Waterholes Series. Adsett's subtle 
colours also come into their own, because now it is the actual hue which must 
effect advance and recession, as well as its relative tonality. Furthermore, wide 
expanses of the slick red-black or green-black acrylic attract ambient light in 
such a way that texture reads as low relief. The title of this series conjures these 
formal paradoxes. A waterhole, like the paintings, presents as a solid (a light-
reflecting surface), but is made of liquid. Simultaneously, it offers unfathomable 

Fig.7 The Waterhole Series, Number I 
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glimmerings and transparent darkness. 

The last four paintings, dubbed "dilly-bags" [see colour plate no.4] by the 
artist, are so different as to form a sub-group in the series, and yet their logic 
derives from the previous four. Upright again, instead of horizontal, and with 
their black/white in closer balance, they operate, as ever, through powerful 
illusionism. The mark, though quite distinct, is indescribable: brushy, partly 
transparent, it is almost a shape. Deployed randomly at the edges, these fragile 
entities stand in rows horizontally across the surface, causing black to sink back 
as ground, or come forward in the spectre of a grid. But if the latter, it is the grid 
of a string-bag, which loses its geometric integrity when it succumbs to gravity. 
One minute we are looking at the sky through a mesh, but with a shift of 
perspective, the white marks stand upright like tombstones in a darkened 
military cemetery. The illusory movement is thus both a sagging fioorward, and 
a bulging in and out, which simultaneously repels and embraces the viewer. In 
these works the viewer can recapture the dream sensation of being inside a body 
of water, or in outer-space. 

Speaking of the dense, worked surfaces of his paintings, the artist once 
said, 

I dreamt that I peeled the paint off [the canvas] and I still had the 
painting. 

Unlike Pollock, who needed the ground in order to create his 
oppositional dynamic, Adsett's wants the acrylic skin to suffocate the canvas 
support, and, in so doing, merge ground with "image". The paint reminds one 
of lava, flowing outward from some subterranean belly, renewing the earth's 
crust, a fitting analogy for the act of painting, which renews itself by engulfing 
what went before. These objects are not pictures, not paint-on-canvas; they are 
paint-off-canvas, comparable with ritualistic processes. Seated on top of the 
canvas, the artist applies the layers of acrylic, straight from the pot, with his 
fingers and the flat of his hand, an activity which resembles the anointing and 
massaging of a body. Certainly this is not the art of painting, if by the latter we 
understand division of surface based on a figure/ground duality. Adsett uses 
paint like filler on old furniture, or as if he were caulking the deck of a boat. In 
fact, he regards the period when helped his father in his carpentry workshop at 
home in Gisborne, New Zealand, as part of his training. 

Later, when the work is upright, come washes, and other techniques 
which create the thickness and slickness of an epidermis. Since we cannot speak 
of an image arising in the course of this lengthy, intense process, the painting 
must be identified with process itself. To speak of formless painting, or painting 
as pure process, is barely possible, because no critical vocabulary exists. In her 
more recent writings, Rosalind Krauss, together with Yve-Alain Bois, made 
headway, speaking indirectly of the condition of formlessness (L'Informe) 
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through an examination of the Dictionary of Georges Bataille.14  The Informe as it 
appears in the Dictionary is something which has only an operational existence.15  
By this we are to understand a work that is performative, like a ritualistic object, 
giving rise to an unmediated experience on the part of the beholder.16  

In their essays, Bois and Krauss expand on Krauss's earlier idea of the 
impulse toward formlessness in Jackson Pollock's art, which she saw as 
coinciding with Derrida's arche-trace •17  The arche-trace is the epitome of 
Derrida's idea of difference. What is really attacked in Pollock's rejection of the 
vertical field then, is presence, the notion of a content or meaning which is 
understood as present in a work of art, and which is negated by the idea of 
difference. Ironically, Pollock used traditional means to arrive at this point. His 
Surrealist-inspired automatism and thrown paint were exaggerated forms of the 
alla prima mark dear to the Impressionists. The much-vaunted spontaneity of 
such techniques stemmed from the belief that they eradicated any time lapse 
between mental idea and the mark, giving direct access to the motivating 
unconscious. What his mark revealed, however, was that the supposed 
presentness of the subject (the unconscious) was absent. And this, as Krauss 
explained (still in the language of semiotics), was because his mark was indexical, 
identifiable with the gesture that made it, and so was already past, could never 
be present. By this reasoning, the thrown skein of paint, no longer the eye's 
image, but an index of the hand's gesture, is an operation of pure difference. 
Pollock did paint the unconscious, but it was not an image: it was a process. 

It was with this precedent of Pollock's late paintings, and the discourse of 
formlessness in mind that I quoted Péguy (via Deleuze) at the head of this essay. 
The easels of Poussin and Cezanne subordinated the hand to the demands of an 
optical organisation which is still apparent in abstraction before Pollock. It is 
only after Pollock that painting has hands again. I say "again" because it is at 
that moment, I believe, that painting acknowledges what was implicit in 
Rembrandt's art, namely that the eye could fulfil a non-optical, or what Alols 
Riegl called a "haptic" function.18  Rembrandt dramatically exploited the 
viscosity of paint, pushing and moulding it like low relief in order to trap light 
on the surface, and to make shapes function as three-dimensional figures on a 
two-dimensional plane. If chiaroscuro was one of his methods, pittura a macchia 
was the other, used to the point where his colours were said to "run down the 
piece like mud" •19  It is no surprise that critical writings on Rembrandt abound 
with geological metaphors. Ernst van de Wetering, for example, implies that 
this was painting not anchored by the eye and the brush, but slipping into the 
void: 

one gets the impression that it was not the artist who painted but 
the painting that painted itself, that it appears to be the outcome of 
a geological process... 20 
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Whilst seventeenth-century artists were aware of the mineral origins of 
their pigments, Adsett's claim that he "paints the land" - and that therefore 
"abstraction" is not the right category in which to discuss his art - is not meant 
metaphorically, but metonymically. He means that for him the painting does not 
represent the land, it is the land. It is as much an invocation of the substance of 
land as the daubed body of a dancer during Aboriginal ceremony. As long 
people understand "abstraction" in terms of picture-making, in the tradition of 
the alla prima technique (paint-on-canvas) and of the gestalt concept (a vertical 
view of form), Adsett does not wish to be regarded as an abstract painter. 

Adsett's rejection of the term "landscape" in favour of "land" indicates 
that there is a lot at stake in the distinction. The word "landscape" was in use in 
England by the seventeenth-century to indicate a subject, or genre in painting. 
As an image, however, it represents a view of land from a vantage point across 
distance. It is a bounded tract which can be literally surveyed (I  overseen). Thus 
viewed, the aesthetic evaluation is already economic. As a painted genre, 
landscape preserves this ideology in Europe and the colonies. With its points of 
interest, or landmarks, the European concept of land is alien to that which 
embraces, firstly, Deleuze's "smooth" desert, which can never be seen from a 
distance, and, secondly, the literal "unseen": the totemic ancestor, the shape-
shifter, the Rainbow Serpent, the Mimi spirit. Lines, dots, patches of colour in 
Aboriginal art do not simply denote some part of a view of terrain; these are the 
sites where the literal elides with the mythical, where topography is inseparable 
from sacred site. Space and time slide across one another in Aboriginal art. In 
the transferral of sand and body painting from ceremony to the board, or canvas, 
the temporality of ritual is retained; indeed, an appraisal of their origin in an act 
is essential for comprehension of the work. Dot paintings can even be said to 
function as the indexical trace of dance and ceremony, equivalent to the words 
which "sing" the country. 

In painting "land", Adsett is attempting to realize a concept for which 
there can be no representation, no form. He could have chosen the chaos of pure 
formlessness, but instead he presents us with something far more instructive: 
the performing of a genre. In play are all the elements which encode landscape 
as a category, without the latter ever becoming present. Here is painting 
suspended from picture-making, resulting in a declassification of the art in the 
interest of presenting an alternative to our all-too persuasive Western 
metaphysics which cements ideas to objects. 

The title of the present exhibition, Black and V\/hite and Red All Over, has, I 
would claim, more relevance to the history of abstract painting than to 
contemporary issues of social justice. This is not to deny the latter as a facet of 
the work, but rather to shift an emphasis which appears in current Australian art 
criticism. In reply to the tendency to speak of the work of art purely in terms of 
its political message, bypassing the object itself on the assumption that it is 
mute, I would like to reiterate that abstraction speaks a language. Being 
logically derived, and thus philosophical by nature, it rests on belief, even on 

17 



utopian ideals. Adsett's paintings are literally black and white all-over, with an 
undercoat of red, loudly proclaiming the colours both of Maori kowhaiwhai and 
of Aboriginal identity. One can, and should, read this as parodic with political 
overtones, but only because paint and its support have already been charged 
with signification that establish the rules of that game. 

Writing about the Snakes and Ladders 
Series, I spoke of "an unconsummated union of extremes, two parallel courses 
with no lines of convergence and no boundaries",21  relating this to the state of 
black and white relations in Australian society. I believe it can be extended to 
embrace all of Adsett's work, insofar as it undertakes to unmask the condition 
of painting as being locked into perpetual antagonism with the real. 

I The Din yrani, in The Deleuze Reader, C. Boundas [ed.] Columbia University Press, N.Y 1993, P.196.  This essay 
originally appeared in Frnncis Bacon: Logique de In sensation, 1981. 

2 I refer to the central core of texts on Modernist art and abstraction by Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss. See, 
for example, the essays of the former in Painting as Model, MIT Press, Cambridge, 1990, as well as the following: 
The Seinioloyy of Cuhisni, in Picasso and Braque, a Syniposiuin, [W. Rubin et al, edsi MOMA, N.Y., 1992, pp.169-208; 
The Iconoclast, in Piet Mo;idrian 1872-1944, Metropolitan Museum, N.Y. 1995, pp.313-372; The Limit of Almost, in Ad 
Renihardt, MOMA, N.Y., 1991, pp.11-33.  For Rosalind Krauss, see the essays in The Originality of the Avant-Garde 
and Other Modernist Myths, MIT Press, Cambridge 1986, and The Optical Unconscious,  MIT Press, Cambridge 1993. 
See also Formless, A User's Guide, Zone Books, N.Y. 1997, co-authored by Krauss and Bois. 

3 See the writings of David Rosand, for example The Crisis of the Venetian Renaissance Tradition in L'Arte, 3, 1970, 
p.11. Rosand's sources include Paulo Pino, Dialogo di Pittura, Venice 1548, and Ludovico Dolce, Dialogo della 
pittiira nititolato L'Aretino, Venice 1557. 

4 See Claudio Guillén's essay On The Concept and Metaphor of Perspective, in his Literature as Systeni, Princeton 
1971. 

Observations on the Art of Painting of Charles Alphonse du Fresnoy, in Prose 1691-1698, University of California 
Press, Berkeley, 1989, p.175  ff. 

6 Louis Mann, To Destroy Painting, [translation by Mette Hjort] University of Chicago Press, 1995, p.102. 

7 An idea commonly expressed since the publication of Walter Benjamin's essay The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction [in Illuminations, introduction by Hannah Arendt, Fontana Press, London 1992]. It first 
appeared in Zeitschriftfiir Sozialforschung, V 1, 1936. 

8 Norman Bryson, A Genealogy of Oils, [review of Mann], Artforum, November 1995, p.24. 

9 For Bride's Wake: The Thoughts and Thorns, William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 1994 

10 Uber die Malerei oder Zeichen und Mal. See the En lish translation in Selected Writings, Volume I, 1913-1926 [M. 
Bullock and M. Jennings eds.], Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1996, p.82. 

11 Walter Benjamin's phrase. See note 10. 

12 Krauss actually says this of Warhol's Dance Diagrams, the honizontality of which, she believes, is a recognition 
of Pollock's intentions. See Chapter Six, The Optical Unconscious [as in note 2], P.275. 

13 Gilles Deleuze, Nomad Art: Space, in The Deleuze Reader [as in note 11, p.166. 

14 See Formless, A User's Guide [as in note 21. 

15 Yve-Alain Bois, The Use Value of "Forniless", in Formless, A User's Guide [as in note 2], p.18. 

16 See Down and Dirty, Lauren Sedofsky talks with Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois, in Artforum, June 1996, p.131. 

17 The notion of formlessness appears in the essay on Jackson Pollock, in The Optical Unconscious [as in note 2], 
where the reference to Derrida can also be found. 

18 See the excerpts from The Dutch Group Portrait translated by Benjamin Binstock and published in October 74, 
Fall 1995, p.10ff. 

19 Ernst van de Wetening, Rernhramidt's method - techmiique in the service of illusiomi, in Rembrandt: the Master and his 
Workshop, Volume I, Paintings, Yale University Press, New Haven 1991, p.13. 

20 As in note 19. 

21 Peter Adsett - Frommi Hnmnpty Doo to Angatja: the Smiakes and Ladders Series [exhibition review], Eielmne, 
Autumn/Winter 1997, pp.46-7. 18 



NOTE TO THE CATALOGUE 

Since his first solo show in Melbourne at William Mora Galleries in 1989, Peter 
Adsett has exhibited a single series of paintings at the same venue, once every 
year. For reasons of space, the present exhibition is not a full retrospective, but 
a survey of the last three years' work. The decision to show work from three 
consecutive series, rather than a scattering of paintings dating from 1989, was 
made in the interests of presenting a visually coherent programme. 
From Hunipty Doo to Angatja: the Snakes and Ladders Series was painted in Darwin 
in 1996. We have retained the full number and sequence in this series only. The 
Pastoral Stations Series was painted in 1997, also in Darwin. Numbers one, two 
and ten of this series are not shown. The most recent work, The Waterhole Series, 
was executed during a period of residency at the Canberra School of Art, 
Australian National University, from September 1997 to February 1998. 
Numbers five and eight of this series are not shown. 

CATALOGUE 

All paintings are acrylic on linen. 

From Hum pty Doo to Angatja: 
the Snakes and Ladders Series 1996 

Number I 183 x 122 cm 
Number II 
Number III 
Number IV 
Number V 
Number VI 
Number VII 
Number VIII 
Number IX 
NumberX 

The Pastoral Stations Series 1997 

Number III 102 x 165 cm 
Number IV 11 
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Number V 102 x 165 cm 
Number VI 11 

Number VII 
Number VIII 
Number IX 
Number XI 
Number XII 

The Waterhole Series 1997-8 

Number I 94 x 152 cm 
Number II 
Number III 
Number IV 
Number VI 152 x 94 cm 
Number VII it 

Pastoral Station Number I 1996, 120 x 180 cm 

The artist and curator gratefully acknowledge William Mora Galleries of 
Melbourne for the loan of work to the exhibition. We would also like to thank 
Patrick Hutchings and Andrzei Janczewski for the loan of individual works. 
Pastoral Stations Number XII [catalogue number 19] is from the Artbank 
Collection, and catalogue numbers 8 and 26 are from the collections of Mary 
Alice Lee and the artist, respectively. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

Peter Adsett was born in Gisborne, New Zealand in 1959. From 1978-1981 he studied at 
Palmerston North Teachers College and Massey University. Since leaving New Zealand in 1982, 
he has taught in a number of schools, colleges and universities in Australia. In 1981 he was 
awarded the Montana Art Award (NZ). From September 1997 until February 1998 Adsett was 
Artist-in-Residence at Canberra School of Art, A.N.U. His work has been acquired by the 
Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, the Australian Conservation Foundation, St 
Vincent's Hospital, Melbourne, the Grimwade Collection, the Northern Territory University, and 
Artbank, Sydney. 

The following contribution by Diana James of the Spirit and Land Foundation describes Peter 
Adsett's relationship to Nganyinytja and the Pitjantjatjara people. 

Nganyinytja, traditional woman elder of the Pitjantjatjara people of Central Australia, invited 
Peter Adsett to visit her country when she met him in Melbourne in February 1989. Peter told her he was 
a painter, so she said: 

Come and paint my country, 
Come with an open heart and mind. 
Let the wind speak to you and 
You will hear the voice of my country. 
Then you will understand 

I drove Peter out to Nganyinytja's country for the first time in June 1989. Three of us journeyed together: 
Peter, a writer friend and myself as guide and interpreter. Peter brought with him gifts from the Maori 
people of New Zealand, his homeland. These gifts were to Nganyinytja and her family from the people of 
Muriwai. They were received by Ilyatjari, Nganyinytja's husband, of the dingo dreaming of Wingellina. 
The story of the dog linked the sacredness of land between the cultures. 

We arrived in the night to the barking of dogs. Our headlights lit up the circle of wilytjas 
(shelters). Three couples, senior Pitjantjatjara land custodians, were camped out in a remote mulga 
scrubland north of Angatja. Our place was ready, a windbreak facing east to catch the morning sun. 
Over the next week we travelled Nganyinytja's country and were told the creation stories of her land. 

The Giant Peren tie Lizard Man, Ngintaka, had created the range of hills behind us and the 
rockholes, salt pan and boulders on the hillsides. He had given the people many seeds that could be made 
into bread. We learned to read his story in the land. Each night Inma - a celebration of dance and song 
- brought out many of the other creation stories of this land. Nganyinytja's brother was a senior custodian 
of the Ngintaka songline at Angatja, his wife Tjulkiwa is a Tjala honey ant woman, while Nganyinytja is 
custodian of the Rainbow Serpent, and Ilyatjari of the dingo Tjukurpa. 

The essence of these creation stories emerged in Peter's first series of paintings after visiting 
Angatja: Open Country - Recent Paintings from Murputja Tjukurpa. We all travelled to 
Melbourne for the opening of the exhibition at William Mora Galleries in 1991. The paintings were 
ceremonially blessed by a Maori elder and the Pitjantjatjara elders. Nganyinytja and I walked together 
around the series of paintings in the gallery. She spoke in Pitjantjatjara and I translated the Tjukurpa 
story of the land that was in each painting. She said "our stories are in these paintings." 

The transition between traditional Tjukurpa - Creation Stories and Western abstraction had 
occurred; Nganyinytja could feel the spirit of the land in these paintings. 

Since then, Peter has journeyed with me three more times to Angatja. On the third visit we were 
privileged to be invited by Nganyinytja to Piltarti, the sacred waterhole of the Wanapi - Rainbow Serpent. 
Nganyinytja's Tjurkurpa - Creation Law. This place and creation story have deeply affected Peter's work 
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ever since. The significance of this Tjukurpa as symbolic of reconciliation between white and black people 
was highlighted in a dance "dreamed" by Ilyatjari for the next Inma Festival of dance and song. Out of 
these experiences arose Peter's Snakes and Ladders series. 

The works of Peter Adsett have built on these experiences, and embody the coming together of the 
understanding of the sacredness of land for black and white peoples. He has listened to the land and 
Nganyinytja when she says: 

All people whose hearts are open to understanding each other's culture should come 
together. 

Diana James, 1998 
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SOLO EXHIBITIONS 

1998 Hum pty Doo Station Number XIII: the Waterhole Series, 
William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 

1997 Humpty Doo Station Number XIII: the Waterhole Series, 
Photospace Gallery, Canberra School of Art, ANU 

1997 Black and White and Red all Over: the Pastoral Stations series 
William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 

1996 From Hunipty Doo to Angatja: the Snakes and Ladders Series, 
William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 

1996 From Hum pty Doo to Angatja: the Snakes and Ladders Series, 
Fremantle Art Centre, Western Australia 

1996 A Dawnrising at Hum pty Doo, 24 Hour Art, Darwin 
1996 A Dawurising at Humpty Doo, Watch This Space, Alice Springs 
1995 A Dawn rising at Hum pty Doo, William Mora Galleries, 

Melbourne 
1994 For Bride's Wake: the Thoughts and Thorns, William Mora 

Galleries, Melbourne 
1993 The Admission Series, William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 
1992 Six Days in Melbourne, William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 
1991 Open Country: Recent Paintings from Murputjaku Tjukurpa, 

William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 
1990 Sister of the Moon - Kakadu, Parliament House, Canberra 
1990 Sister of the Moon - Kakadu, William Mora Galleries, 

Melbourne 
1989 We are Living in the Evening of the 29th Day, William Mora 

Galleries, Melbourne 

GROUP EXHIBITIONS 

1997 Remote Red, Remote Green, Very Different, Watch This Space, 
Alice Springs, NT 

1996 Northern Territory Biennial Art Show, Museum and Art 
Gallery of the Northern Territory 

1996 The Alice Springs Art Prize, NT 
1996 Wijail Na? 24 Hour Art, Darwin 
1995 Contemporary Territory, Museum and Art Gallery of the 

Northern Territory 
1994 The Blake Prize, Blaxiand Gallery, Sydney. Toured 1995 
1992 10 Square; Works for Wilderness, Linden Gallery, St Kilda, 

Melbourne 
1991 William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 
1990 Green peace, Linden Gallery, St Kilda, Melbourne 
1989 Preview 1990, William Mora Galleries, Melbourne 
1987 Standfield Gallery, Melbourne 
1981 BNZ Art Award, NZ Academy of Fine Arts, Wellington, NZ 
1980 Molesworth Gallery, Wellington, NZ 
1980 Caltex Art Award, NZ Academy of Fine Arts, Wellington, NZ 



The artist owes grateful thanks to Nganyinyt-ja, William Mora, the Canberra 
School of Art, Diana James, Tom ORegan, Mary Alice Lee 

and Suzie Adsett. 
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