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HOWARD AAKLEY FUTURIST WITH DOTS (1979) 
Synthetic polymer on canvas 204 cm x 77 cm 

Possession of the artlsl 

Bringing it all back home:thoughts 
on recent abstract painting 
by Janine Burke 

By the mid- l 970s Abstranion was facing 
its first real crisis in two decades: the days of 
wishy-washy Lyrical Abstraction (really 
a New York School Giitterdiimmerung pre
sented as a logical aesthetic development by 
panicked formalists) were fading fast. The 
prescriptive dogma anached to Colourfield 
or Hard-edge painting of the 1960s was 
increasingly critized as was much of the 
imitative and hollow style-painting that 
accompanied ii. The grand fallacy of the 
international mainstream (actually the river 
of no return) amacted fewer artists as the 
real business of making art from one's expe
rience and context became a more viable but 
more difficult enterprise. 

Out of this dilemma emerged a greater 
concern for 'content', sti ll an elusive but 
much vaunted feature of formalist art. This 
search for a greater expressive meaning in 
Abstraction was partially a response to the 
great rush of New Realist and Photo-Realist 
painting that, despite its coolness and slick
ness, locked into aspects of urban and 
mundane imagery and reaffirmed painting's 
role in celebrating such images but it was also 
a response to the superficial stylishness of the 
1960s Abstraction. The heady period of 

believing that internationalism wou ld gua
rantee 'good art', that it would fix Australia 
permanently in the galaxy of the avant-garde, 
that it wou Id save Austra lia from the isola
tion many art ists felt so keenly, finished not 
with a bang but a whimper. 

Many painters who were falsely united, 
albeit briefly, under 'The Field' banner, in 
1968, 1 disbanded post-haste. Though this 
exhibition, optimistically seen as a front for 
the 'New Abstraction', did group together, 
for all their differences, most of the younger 
Abstract painters, how thin it looked and 
how quickly the 'New Abstraction' dis
appeared. Although it is not really possible to 

generalize about 'The Field' exhibition, 
almost all the artists have changed sub
stantially. Some have given up painting 
altogether and have chosen instead to con
centrate on photography, on conceptually 
based or politically oriented act ivities, on 
printmaking, sculpture, advertising, an 
reviewing and arts administration. For most 
of them this happened shortly after the 
much publicized exhibition finished. Only 
two or three of the artists st ill produce 
paintings similar to those exhibited over 
twelve years ago. Never again, however. will 



contemporary Australian Abstraction be so 
arrayed together, never with the same 
nai'vety and the same faith. 

The first most obvious direction out of the 
bind of the immaculately clean, crisp and 
colourful surfaces of the 1960s was that of 
painterliness, 'personal touch', fudgy sur
faces, splashy colour with a touch of 'ab-ex· 
and backed up by Wolfllinean stylistic 
determinism. Other Abstract painters re
jected the emotive sloppiness of what was 
packaged and delivered from New York as 
Lyrical Abstraction and they structured their 
painting along reductivist, Minimalist lines. 
There were strong factions among the artists, 
represented as much by their various dealer 
galleries as by their own attitudes towards 
Abstraction and its attendant aesthetic. 
These factions live on to this day but more 
among the Grand Old Men of the 1960s than 
among the younger artists. For this gene
ration of'The Field', whose astonishingly 
young faces once stared moodily out at us 
from the pages of the exhibition catalogue, 
are now famous, established and securely 
ensconced in the hierachy of the art world. 
Their 'battles· are over. For all that they may 
continue to ring in the changes in their own 
work their role is quite different from what is 
was some ten years ago and the concerns of 
Abstraction have altered, too. 

The current younger generation of 
Abstract painters do not have the same 
combative spirit of their elders who had to 
fight conventional attitudes in order that 
Abstraction would be taken seriously. Sub
sequently. issues regarding style are less 
compelling than those involving content. 
For content has arisen not merely as a peg 
on which to hang some vague nexus of 
emotive-aesthetic responses but as a specific 
and important direction in Abstraction. 

One of the most pervasive and pernicious 
effects of formalist theory has been to sug
gest that Abstraction cannot and should not 
refer to anything but itself. The medium is 
the message and time, place, life, love and 
politics are nothing but flies in the ointment. 
While many Abstract painters have main
tained references to their context and expe
rience however discreetly, in their work 
these ;eferences can now be celebrated with 
a joyful brashness that can border on vul
garity . 
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~{$LEY OUMBAELL HAALEOUlN SERIES 1 (1980) 
Pastel 45 cm )( 68 cm 
Possession ol lhe artist 

above 
ANNE MORAIS TO MAKE A AUG (1980) 
25 multicoloured crochet motifs of nylon wool pinned above 
the ground by pegs of steel, wooden balls and enamel paint 
345cm x 345cm x 25cm 
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The world of objects is within the grasp of 
Abstraction and available for permutation. 
Nor is it a crude abstracting of recognizable 
form such as landscape motifs, but a new 
feeling for bringing the real world within the 
scope of Abstraction. The new concern for 
content or subject also includes a strong 
streak of humour or parody, particularly as 
these relate to previous art styles, to mass
produced, commercial or serial imagery and 
to pattern and design. Dale Hickey'' and 
Robert Rooney'' were two Abstract painters 
of the 1960s who were interested in similar 
concerns. 

Before I discuss the paintings of some 
artists who share similar current attitudes 
about Abstraction it is worth alerting both 
the wary regionalists and the all-embracing 
internationalists to the differences and cor
respondences between American 'pattern 
painting' and forms of Australian Abstrac
tion. 

Feminist art criticism has, over the last 
decade, emphasized the personal and the 
autobiographical and, concomitantly, it has 
revalued the neglected traditional cultural 
activities of women, such as ~ewing, 
embroidery and quilt-making: these have 
been given an honoured place in art forms, 
particularly in Abstract painting. Many 
artists have used these modes as a stimu
lating way of reviving cool, impersonal 
forms of Abstraction and of reintroducing 
the decorative as a positive element. Miriam 
Schapiro, Kim McConnell, Rodney Ripps, 
Cynthia Carlson, Harmony Hammond and 
Joyce Kozloff are a few ofthe more promi
nent American artists who have produced 
paintings and collages over the last eight 
years that have been dubbed 'pattern paint
ing'. It is not ,by any means an exclusively 
female domain but its sensibility has a 
feminist edge. Certainly, it is the first time in 
the course of Abstraction that women have 
created a major and influential direction. 

'Pattern painting' has a variety of sources: 
Islamic art, the late cut-outs of Matisse, 
fabric design, Berber rugs, Mexican motifs, 
even certain architectural forms. Few of 
these concerns are shared with the decor
ative/structure Australian painting, which 
plunders, less casually, the art of other 
cultures. Indeed, there is a respectful 
abstention from referring to that most 

accessible of symbolic Abstraction: Austra
lian Aboriginal art. The relationship between 
the black and the white cultures is still 
sufficiently scarred and uneasy for any 
rapprochement through modernist art. 

It is worth looking at some individual 
painters to spell out more clearly the Austra

lian situation. 
Among the younger artists involved in 

what I have called, for want ofa bettername, 
decorative/structure painting, Howard 
Arkley's recent works have the widest range 
'of modern, urban references. Some of these 
references can plot and suggest the context 
of recent Abstraction. Arkley uses the door
ways of suburbia and drops of material to 
determine the shape and scale of his paint
ings while their content is rife with mass
cultural visual cues: zinging, pulsating Op
Art designs of the I 960s now retrieved and 
made familiar by courtesy of New Wave 
fashion and typography, the whirling con
figurations of psychedelic 'bad taste' with its 
high-keyed, sweet colours and the recogni
zable designs of cheap, mass-produced 
household objects like laminex, linoleum. 
mosaic tiles and shower-curtains. Arkley 
revalues, not without humour, the land
scape of his suburban past that still per
meates his life. He also gently mocks pre
vious art styles (particularly those of the 
I 960s) and brings their design elements into 
his own work in_ Op, I 979, Psychedelic, I 979 
and Futurist with dots, 1979. An interest in 
structure and systems controls his choice of 
'subject', together with an emphasis on 
accessible popular imagery. There is, of 
course, more than a hint of nostalgia in these 
works, redolent as they are with the 
'symbolism' of eras and styles that my 
generation now associates with its Beatie
crazed adolescence. 

Elizabeth Gower's• recent large 'cut-outs' 
refer more explicity to a collage process that 
has informed her work for the last five years: 
her present use both of colour and shape is 
more intense, disjunctive and vibrant than 
before. Previously her delicate veils of fabric 
or paper created ambiguous layers of space 
through colour and texture; now each layer 
is smack up against the next; nothing is 
hidden as each gaudy, dazzling pattern co
mingles with and reveals the one below it. 
This approach thoroughly breaks up the 



'"""' ELIZABETH GOWEA FAN (1980) 
Synthetic polymer and resin on paper 230 cm x 200 cm 

Owned by H. & s . Curtis 

right 
ELIZABETH COATS KOAE 5 (1980) 

Synlhelic polymer on linen 91 cm x 91 cm x 2 cm 
Possession of the artist 

Photograph by John Delacoor 
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•fi eld ' or surface of Abstract painting and 
creates illu sions, only to squash them. 

Gower's in terests have been derived 
from a nd related to sewing and weaving 
('women's work ' I and in ·using symmetrical 
and geometrical formats .. , cutting up and 
reassembling earlier works and ready-made 
remnants such as food labels and packag
ing' .' Her delight in the ma terials and the 
humorous, sensuous and rhythmic sensa
tions they evoke make them among th e 
most buoyantly confident paintings of the 
' new' Abstraction. 

Influenced in the early 1970s by optical 
painting and, in particular, by Bridget Riley, 
Lesley Dumbrell's6 present paintings and 
drawings bid fa rewell to the dense, scintillat
ing format s incorporated in the past. The 
fine, light grids that energized the surfaces 
are now more disparate and random, looser 
and disposed wi th a greater sense of personal 
'handwriting'. In Harlequin-I, 1980, a pastel 
drawing, Dumbrell coalesces the jaunty ver
ticals into Art Deco-like fa n shapes in some 
areas and. in others. leaves the lines free to 
zig-zag down and around the more con
tained shapes. By exploding the meticu 
lously careful structure of the grid in order 
both to unbalance its predictable, unified 
patterning and to involve an increasingly 
discrete use of form, Dumbrell's recent 
paintings come alive vii th a keener and more 
soph isticated sense of pictorial arrangement. 
The rather indirect references to 'landscape' 
are less informative than those relating 10 a 
private language of forms. to an interest in 
decorative motifs from the I 920s and 1930s 
as well as 10 fab ric design. 

More deliberately than the three painters 
mentioned above, Elizabeth Coats uses a 
precise forma l structure 10 determine her 
works bo th in appearance and aesthetic. If 
her references on this level seem im ellectua l 
and cerebra l rather than sensuous and emo
ti ve , the end result between a rigorou sly 
geometric, non-figurative approach and an 
ex traordinarily subtle and beautiful use of 
colour is complementary rather than con 
tradictory. The use of the square, ' the per
fect, even-sided, non-intrusive but constant 
shape 7. and , wi thin the square, its echo, the 
grid , provides a rich pictorial device with 
whi ch Coats explores colour. Colour, built 
up with dense, finely deta iled la yers of paint 

HOWARD AAKLEY OP {1980) 
Synthetic polymer on canvas 204 cm x n cm 
Possession ol lhe art1sl 

makes the surface of the painting glow, 

flicker a nd swim : on closer inspection this 
'haze' effect disappears and each layer and 
each minute brush-stroke is seen to be 

separa te and distinct from the other wi th its 

own, vivid life. Her three series of paintings 
Chameleon series I 976-1978, Tapestries 1978 

and Kore series 1980 all pay homage 10 the 
sq ua re but no t as a monolithic, self-enclosing 
and reductive ' form ula ', Rather, the square 
expa nd s lite rally through the grid format in 
all the paintings and, me taphorica lly, be

cause it is a connotat ive source fo r Coats's 
com plex explora tions in colour hue and 
intensity enlivened by ' rh yt hmic vibra

!ions·. 
Anne Morris's sewn constructions expli

citl y reca ll women 's traditional ans and she 
consciously uses appropriate colours, mate 
rials (ny lon, tuil e, voile) and titles (Dedicated 
to anon, To make a rug) that make clear the 
sources of her 'feminist imagery'. Artists as 
diverse as Richard Larter and Robert Jacks 
have explored a kind of decorative st ructure 
in paintings done in 1980 and 1978 respect
ively, w hile Victor Majzner has included 
quasi-figurative references to the robes and 
colours used in Jewish ceremonies, as we ll as 
to an interest in fab ric design. 

Abstract ion has had a thorny history in 
this cou ntry. First. not only ha ve we had our 
nose up against the glass o f the interna
tional mainstream for far too long but also. 
second ly, it must also be realized that th is 
sunburnt country is not theon/yavailable 
language through w hich to express Abstrac
tion. These are two things that have be
devilled the course of Australian Abstract 
painting and it is perhaps a younger and 
more awa re generation of anists that can 
finally debunk them. 

1 'The Fi eld ' wa s th e inaugu ral exhibition of tht' N.i1ion.:il 

G.alkry ot Vktori.:i. opt.•ning in August 1968. It rnmprist·d 

!Ort}' anists, 1hree o l whom were women. 
2 Illustrated ART and Australia. Vol. 6, No. ] , pp. 227 . 237. 

Vol. 14. Nos. 3 ,md 4. p. 347. Vol. 17, No. 3, pp. 253. 255 . 
256. 

J Illustrated ART and Australia . Vol. 2, No. 2, p. 22 2. 

Vol. 14. No. I. pp. 50, 51. 52, 54 , 55 , 57 , 58, 59. 

"'Ulus1ra1ed ART and Australia. Vol. 17. No. 2. p. 154. 

s See my 'S ix Women Anis1s·, Mtanjin, Vol. 38, No. 3, 
September 1979. 

b lllustralt'd ART and Australia, Vol. 16, No. 4. p. 328 . 
Vol. 18. No. I . pp. 40 10 44 . 
1 Elizabc1h Co,u,,, Anisrs S1att'ment . 

' • !\\G YIJANQI LANDSCAPE 
_7~~0ipe~ 94 cm x 45 cm 
: . "' eop!e s Republic of China 

l~:l.111 .1.!Jlaeo,iog~al Relics, Peking 


