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INTRODUCTION 
 
Most people who have an interest outside their main life work tend to keep them securely relegated to 
a secondary level. Tanner by contrast appears to have been dedicated to perfect every endeavour he 
undertook and whether he was making bicycles, bridges or art he seems impelled by the same strong 
desire to combine mental and manual (or material) skills. 
 
His art can be seen as the centre of the web of these interests since they all appear in the paintings.  
So his interests in flying, cycling and philosophy brought forth hommages to Hinkler, Opperman and 
Wittgenstein, and he could turn aeroplanes (no 6), bicycles and formal logical notation (no 13) into 
equally productive grist for his artistic mill. Engineering (mechanical & electrical) was another rich 
source (no 7) and Tanner's strange constructions are as simple, silent and beautiful as those empty 
offices he painted.  For his lightning conductors afloat in space, existence is at once as futile and as 
fascinating as for the hat stand in the office bereft of people (no 2).  Yet this is no tragedy: lightning 
conductors, hat stands, cages, all emanate an alert happiness.  They might be alone in the world, but 
they seem resolutely self-sufficient - so neither lonely nor forlorn. 
 
In art historical terms he keeps a foot placed in two of the contending fields of the 60s and 70s, yet 
this is formal, not functional: formal in the sense that he employs grids in the 1960s (no 11) and fields 
of colour in the 1970s (no 12) and we can make comparisons with other artists on purely formal 
grounds; "not functional" because these formal devices had quite different origins and purposes: his 
grids arose from the cupboard-like spaces of the 50s and were used as boxes to enclose robotic 
humanoids (no 11); fields of colour served as metaphors for unexplored territory.  And in another 
area, his assemblages are a long way from Annandale: whilst both share a sharp sense of absurd 
humour, the Imitation Realists produced loud, haptic comedy where Tanner came up with cerebral, 
bone-dry wit.  To accentuate his distance from his contemporaries further still, contrast Tanner's 
expectations from the viewer: most modern painters expect their work to be viewed in the context of 
the visual arts (if not strictly in the field of painting, then at the least in those of related areas - be it 
comics, cinema, etc) yet when we view Tanner's paintings he expects us to keep in mind poetry, 
philosophy and music. 
 
This was not exactly mainstream, but he was a highly eccentric man; and given that his art comes 
from a wide area of experiences it all adds up cumulatively to an art that's hard to classify.  I find this 
best illustrated by the story of a collector of modern Australian abstract paintings, who showed a 
European artist round his house; he was at ease looking at all the paintings of the 60s & 70s as they 
related to types and categories with which he was familiar.  But he came to a stop when he came to 
the Tanner: here was something highly unusual, if not unique. You can see why; he was in the 
presence of an artist who custom built a pictorial language which never achieved wide currency 
because of its personal nature, and the degree of prior knowledge required to read it. 
 
Private languages have long been of interest. Lewis Carroll's "Jabberwocky" is probably the best 
known in English "Twas brillig, and the slithy toves / did gyre and gimble in the wabe...."  For this 
language Carroll provided a dictionary which gave meanings and etymologies for his new words, but 
that was not enough of itself - the poem still had to live and work as a poem.  He succeeded here, and 
its combination of veiled meaning and sonorous musicality has ensured its survival. Tanner's case is 
not dissimilar: sometimes he tells us what his paintings "mean" (just read the titles) yet even without 
this, they hang on the wall with a curious independence. At other times he works both ways, 
contrasting words and actions - and holding the enigma (no 13). 
 
In the 1960s & 70s there arose an interest in the theory of language which found expression mostly in 
the field of conceptual art whose objects were often ephemeral.  The fact that Tanner's were the 
opposite of this (they are heavy, solid "things") possibly explains why he is left outside of that 
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particular discourse; furthermore he found outlet for his interest in language's ability to convey 
meaning in his philosophical studies.  His visual art focussed on the visual aspect of language - the 
script.  Unfamiliar scripts (say arabic or japanese) have a quality of their own, which is basically 
calligraphic - the shapes just look beautiful.  Of a different order are those specialist scripts used in 
mathematical equations, logical propositions or scientific formulae: letters turned upside down or 
imported from other languages, exclamation marks, hook shapes, dashes & arrows - all convey to the 
uninitiated a feeling of alienated wonder not far removed from the fear and curiosity we feel when 
confronted by a message in code or cipher.  Tanner used his technical knowledge to inscribe 
(untranslatable) statements on works and he also had a penchant for incising marks which appear a 
mixture of letters and hieroglyphs which, given the absence of an attached meaning or signification, 
we can only read as mere shapes - but which nevertheless suggest some 
 secret or esoteric message (no 13). 
 
And this overflows onto all the paintings, which endlessly suggest some ulterior realm of experience.  
His machines, his constructions, his pictograms, his signs,  all seem to suggest the presence of a 
consciousness just over our perceptual horizon, yet one with which communication is desirable.  Such 
concerns were in contrast to the younger colourfield generation who, whilst conceding their work 
required "presence" to succeed, tended to focus on the object (the painting) itself whose business 
was to just be itself - if it expressed anything, it expressed its own self, rather than something other.  
Much of Tanner's work by contrast, seems animistic - the seemingly inert (wires, circuits, ships, pipes) 
all appear infused with a life of their own.  In this he combines the very old with the very new: his 
machinery is decidedly modern yet is endowed with the sort of mysterious psychic power credited to 
totem poles and sacred places - qualities that lie outside the material object itself.  This too ties in with 
his stated aims: his works are not to be looked at solely in aesthetic terms - they have a task to 
perform in counter attacking perceived evils - the regimentation of physics, political science, the 
makers of lists, ...... 
 
Two questions immediately come up: first, did he succeed? and second, are such aims, or 
aspirations, worthy, or even worthwhile?  Such programs tend to be viewed askance in the visual arts, 
the main reasons being their tendency to slide into propaganda and that the works themselves often 
display that peculiar woodenness which blights most art based too closely on pre-set theories.  
Tanner was too restless, probing and self-critical to allow that fate to overwhelm him so if such aims 
are not to your taste, you will need to find a deeper reason to explain why. As for whether he 
succeeded - I suspect not, if only because I can think of no painting that evokes that response. Is this 
cause for concern? Initially maybe, but on second thoughts probably not: that anyone could dream up 
so strange, distant and quixotic a goal - I find not merely disarming but actively engaging, even 
endearing. 

                                                     C.N. 

 


