Edith Cowan University
Research Online

ECU Publications Pre. 2011

1987

Ideas and perceptions of the Australian landscape

Bill Hawthorn

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks

6‘ Part of the Painting Commons

Hawthorn, B. (1987). Ideas and perceptions of the Australian landscape. Perth, Australia: Western Australian
College of Advanced Education.

This Book is posted at Research Online.

https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks/6895















ARTHUR CARTWRIGHT

If Haynes finds that elements of the Australian landscape trigger off a
vibrant colour response in his work, then in Arthur Cartwright we find
Australian scenes that appear almost monochromatic. In the example
selected here, 'Crusoe Beach', 1983, there is an exactitude of
observation and a choice of subject matter that is full of mysticism and
melancholy; 1it's moody atmosphere is cast in soft light like many a
romantic English landscape.

Are these qualities discernable in the Australian landscape? Certainly

Cartwright will probably convince many observers with his paintings
around Denmark, Western Australia, that he has faithfully recorded that

Australian landscape. The paper bark trees with their characteristic
fine-textured foliage are shown by using rubbed-in umbers on the
carefully prepared, textured boards, for one of the characteristics of
much of the Australian bush is the sclerotic quality seen in the spiky
leaf structures.

Cartwright has faithfully captured the stark white sinewy and flakey
appearance of the paper bark tree trunks and their shaggy fine foliage in
a safe overall harmony of umber green undergrowth with the atmospheric
mistiness of distant hills, water and foliage. Whilst the sky is almost
white it is not a glaring hard penetrating light, but soft and diffuse,
the same sort of light that Frederick McCubbin enjoyed creating in many
of his famous Australian bush series.

Cartwright's paintings are perceptive observations of what we see and can
readily recognize. His tonality 1is correct, his textures skilfully
suggested and his composition refined in classical terms. There is no
flamboyance of colour or wildly expressive gestures to be found in these
works.







CHRIS CONSTABLE

Colour is a major component of this seascape by Chris Constable, who is
both a painter and sculptor. Constable enjoys using vivid colours in his
three dimensional creations as well as his paintings. This view of
'Cottesloe Beach', 1981, relies on the balance between a wedge of intense
green, blue colour being supported by a vast mass of yellow ochres and
neutralized soft pink browns and a horizontal band of sky blue. Not only
does the carefully balanced colour arrangement, but also the strong
compositional organization of the shapes result in eye movements that
create a strong focal point in the top left hand area of the picture
plane (see drawing).

There is a strong sense of movement in this painting, created largely by
the repetition of the serrated edges and convolutions in the pattern of
the wash of the waves on the wet shore, the dry shore sand, as well as
the dunes and the racing clouds in the sky. The flow is a sweeping
movement from right to left. The few white areas, (such as on the crests
of the round clouds, the edges of the breaking waves and in the distance
at the oil storage tanks in Fremantle) act as highlights again
strengthening the wedge shaped movement to a focal point.

The hard line of the horizon, typical of the sea in these parts on a
summers day, restrains the strong diagonal movement from below.

Constable seems to have played with the subtle patterns of shapes created
by the ceaseless moving of the waves as the receding and encroaching
water reflects the blue sky and yet by moistening the sandy beach it
darkens the colours through a range of greys to soft indian reds, a
perfect foil to the intense green of the sea.
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PHILLIP COOK

In this landscape painting, 'The field at St. Leonard's Estate', 1982,
Phillip Cook has stressed in his composition the horizontal nature of the
fields and the curved masses of the large trees. This painting is
essentially about a man made landscape, a farm complete with live-stock
and buildings, but Cook has chosen to stress the wonderful back lighting
emanating from a semi-overcast sky, the lightest portion being on the
horizon in the break between the trees. This white area is picked up by
the white horse and the white object in the field in the foreground of
the picture. The composition is deceptively simple showing three major
regions, the flat foreground of low bushy blue shrubs, the mid-ground of
dark circular trees and the horizontal blue and white layered sky. It is
the intricate representational detail of the mid-ground that holds our
attention with its pattern of lights and darks, of silhouetted tree
trunks and branches, with the white horse against the dark background and
the red roofed farm house, the strip of green of the fields and the light
patches representing the reflection of light from the tin roofs of the
out buildings.

Cook's style of painting relies on a tradional appreciation and ability
to capture the tonal qualities of a scene, for this reason his work
resembles Max Meldrum's 'Picherits Farm', 1910. The subject matter is
also similar for they resemble an arranged landscape, an English,
ordered, mellowed landscape. In fact many early Australian painters and
draughtsmen looked for and indeed contrived these qualities in their
representations of the Australian landscape.
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RUSSELL DRYSDALE

A popular Australian painter, "Drysdale's relationship to his environment
was easier to grasp than Nolan's", and, "between 1940 and 1947, (he) made
it possible for other painters to react freshly to their environment by
showing them new relationships with it."” (Hughes 1970: 191)

What were these relationships? Robert Hughes suggests that, "by
perfecting the animist view of nature, Drysdayle brought to its peak a
tendency which, — has long been central in Australian paintings.” (Hughes
1970: 201). The embodiment of the landscape with spiritual qualities can
be seen in Drysdale's theatrical arrangements of the huge dramatic
boulders, the savaged torn tree stumps and roots and the eerie lighting
that makes each landscape a stage setting for a drama that might take
place. The remnants of the conflict between stationary objects and such
cyclical elements as fire, tempest and sun can be seen in the stoically
resistant ruins. All the forms are watching and waiting, bearing their
battle scars impassively, knowing more encounters are inevitable. Albert
Tucker and John Feeney have possibly shared similar insights about the
Australian landscape.

With minimal seasonal changes in much of the Australian bush, it could be
this passive indifference to changing weather conditions and man's
presence that has caused some artists to articulate in their paintings
this harsh resilience and impassivity to the external forces. Bernard
Smith called this tradition the, "long established alternative to the
fashionable convention of 'sunny Australia'. Australian nature, — was
monotonous, unpicturesque, idiosyncratic, alien and hostile to man,
inducing either loneliness and melancholy or nonchalant resistance.”
(Smith 1962: 245)., This is the tradition that Drysdale found appealing
and whilst the influence of other artists' work and art movements, (e.g.
Graham Sutherland, early colonial painters, Modigliani, the Pittura
Metafisica) can be detected in his work, his personal vision and search
for the quintessence of the landscape has helped make him a part of our
national consciousness. "We can no longer visualize certain aspects of
our landscape and way of life except in terms of Drysdale's paintings.
We have come to know them with Drysdale's eyes. It is almost as though
Drysdale's paintings were the fruit of our personal knowledge, because
they speak to us with a voice in which we recognize the characteristics
of our own speech and the workings of our own mind."” (Gleeson 1977: 83).

In 'Walls of China', 1945, examinded here, the intense drama of the
contorted tree form against the brooding red sky and the haunting sunlit
white eroded land forms has a surrealistic dimension as the deep
theatrical space is dominated by the claw like animated forms of the
tree, which is crawling its way across the canvas. This type of
landscape, "was a testament to the continuation of a ploneering struggle
(whether humble or heroic, tragic or prosaic) in the face of harsh
geographical and historical realities.” (Haese 1981: 265).

For many appreciators of art, Drysdale was the first artist to tackle the
Australian outback, not in the traditional romantic manner of Eugen von
Guerard, but he, "was the first to apply the techniques and discoveries
of modern painting to the ancient forms of the Australian outback.”
(Pringle 1966: 29).

"No landscapes except Drysdale has more convincingly suggested the
monumental antiquity of Australian landscape, and its feel of arrested
organic growth.” (Hughes 1970: 92)
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ELIZABETH DURACK

The endless, straight, dusty road, disappearing into the distance and the
scratchy gaunt bush, all sticks and twigs and no foliage - more dead than
alive, this is the country that Elizabeth Durack has depicted. It is the
sheep station country of Western Australia. It is eaten out, a sense of
abandonment pervades it with the starkness and futility that accompanies
the bare cattle grid and fence separating one barren area from another
equally barren area.

A composition of disarming simplicity, with one third sky and two thirds

flat red landscape this painting shows the dessicated remains of the
scrubby bush surrounding the piercing central triangle of the road as it

wedges its way through the landscape with a severity and dominance that
is only checked by its truncation at the white cattle grid. The apparent
bisymmetry of the composition is offset by the great expanse of land on
the right with the singular feature of an old abandoned vehicle tyre left
rotting in the sun.

Durack has masterfully caught the vastness of distance, the anonymity and
featurelessness of the countryside and man’s general attitude to this type
of country, a land to be travelled through as quickly as possible
discarding remnants of civilization, but evidencing no signs of
habitation.

The wild gesture-iike configuration of the foreground tree-remains
indicate the haphazard nature of growth in this country, the struggle and
energy consumed in the distorted contortions of the branches as they
struggle to grow from one season to the next.

The reader might consider how this country could look in Spring after a
wet season when the ground could be a carpet of wild flowers and the
bushes balls of blossom; it seems that most artists are not interested in
the short lived glory and bountifulness of this region of the Australian
bush, but only in the enduring struggle for survival in the generally
prevailing harsh conditions.
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NOLA FARMAN

Vast horizons and lazy clouds, forming and shaping themselves in
unlimited space as they float majestically across the sky, seems to be
the theme for this painting, 'Aerial Landscape Pilbara', 1980 by Nola
Farman. There are no lush colours here; a soft haze pervades the land
forms in their sombre browns and greys. The only distinguishable
features in this barren land are the life giving water courses, rimmed by
the clustered dots of vegetation. What a contrast this is to the massive
slabs of rich intense colour used by Guy Grey-Smith to depict this
country or the broken contrasts of light and shade and the complimentary

colours used by George Haynes, or the subtlety of colour and texture as
can be seen in the work of Fred Williams.

Farmer shows an objective detachment in this treatment of the landscape
and yet the magic is found in the clouds, that vast flotilla of advancing
forms that in this case have emerged beyond the picture plane;

. physically, as the clouds have been cut out of plywood and projected in
front of the painting and in fact protrude above and to each side of the
picture frame. This is the emotional impact, the sublime indifference of
these temporal cloud forms as they shape and reshape themselves, free
from the surface monotony of the Pilbara land forms.

It could be argued that Farman in her treatment of this Australian
landscape depicts the genersal attitude of Australians to much of this
continent. Like the clouds viewing the vast terrain from above and
moving silently on, so to we humans move through this landscape in search
of a permanent residence in the green forests or by the sparkling
animated seas along the coastline. This is where the vast mass of
Australians reside. The alien landforms, the vast barreness and
inadequate water supplies of most of the Australian landscape is no place
for permanent residence.
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JOHN FEENEY

The Australian landscape in Feeney's painting 'Bird', 1981, is not the
tradional gum tree, bush tracks, water holes, distant mountains and
endless blue sky, it is the bush as one might feel it, a monotonous flat
brooding land, indistinct in quiet blobs of endless grey receding to the
curved horizon. These repeated blobs of the trees are symbols for the
eternal indifference that undifferentiated landscapes can suggest to
people. Interspersed amongst the trees the only other feature is the
interminable ant hills, like minor megaliths patterning the country
side. There is no blue sky, only the red brown earth where the sky

should be. The black and white bird dominating the central position in
the brown sky is not recognizable as such, but like the aboriginal

wandjina figures it could symbolize the flight of life over and above
this uninhabited land. The pool of water, the only other feature in the
painting, shows the bird's reflection, or is it the birds spirit
transfixed to the sustenance of life - water. Whatever it may be, its
stark form is black, whilst that of the sky form is white. Amidst this
sombre landscape the red ant hills are 1lit like beacons in the sinking
sunlight as they glow in a sea of grey green blobs and the soft grey blue
of evening shadows invade the fuzzy out of focus trees.

This landscape came not from a careful analysis of the tree structures,
the geomorphology of the area or the study of light and shade patterns,

experiences in some of the more remote parts of Australia. The silence,
the vastness and the insignificance of humans is difficult to accommodate
without investing in the land a spiritual significance that counteracts
the apparent indifference to mankind.

"Because I am tied to art, painting the outback is wish fulfilment, my
walkabout. When I am in the bush my libido is freed of civilization and
I regain my vitality."” (Feeney 1978).
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GUY GREY-SMITH

How important was the landscape to Guy Grey-Smith? For some viewers of
his work, his landscape paintings may seem to have little connection with
the Australian landscape; they probably appear more as abstract
arrangements of chunky blocks of colour, yet his numerous trips to the
Pilbara, the Murchison, the South West coastal region and the Karri
forest and his numerous ink and watercolour drawings indicate his
enthusiasm for landscape.

An observer of Grey-Smith's, 'Karri Forest', 1971, may be forgiven for

not finding much in common in the painting with the notion of the vast
cathedral like columns of white-grey tree trunks and the canopy of leaves

found in the Karri forest. What has Grey-Smith done? Certainly he has
indicated the vertical character of the tall forest trees, but the
suggested tree trunks are in warm cadmium yellows and oranges,
complemented by a lime green foreground and grey-blue background. The
whole composition is a sensuous arrangement of yellow variations played
against grey variations; sparkled with the occasional touch of black,
white, alizarin crimson and mixtures of these colours. A suggestion of
depth is created by the dominant tree trunk forms on the left cutting the
picture plane from top to bottom, whilst in the central area, thin
spindly trunks higher up on the picture plane suggest a degree of
distance.

Viewers can probably sense Grey-Smith's love of the strong physical
application of paint and his enjoyment of strong colour relationships,
but it is doubtful if the qualities of the Karri forest in terms of light
and shade, colour and grandeur of structure are shown as distinctly
different to the qualities of the Pilbara with its vast open spaces, mesa
type rocky structures and scrubby vegetation. All of Grey-Smith's later
landscapes carry his personal style and are instantly recognizable as
Grey-Smith paintings rather than having regional or natural landscape
characteristics., Grey—Smith's search for a personal mode of expression
lead him closer and closer to abstract arrangements of colour rather than
a dependence on the external physical world of nature. The landscape
acted as a catalyst for his expressive desires which were primarily to do
with colour.
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GEORGE HAYNES

Hayne's handling of the Western Australian landscape has inspired many
other local artists to follow his interests in light and colour.
Jonathan Snowball, Nigel Hewitt and Eveline Kotai are some who have
borrowed heavily from his observatioms.

The intensity of the Australian light in certain circumstances when it
creates impeneterable shadows and glaring blinding surfaces suggests that
in the harshest conditions the land has become bleached of colour leaving-
a world of black and white. This is what seems to have captured Hayme's
attention. In fact, many of Hayne's charcoal drawings crystallize this
perception into works of crisp intense black and white with no greys. In
his paintings however, the use of intense, pulsating exotic colours gives
the light and shade a rich new dimension. Haynes enjoys finding or
inventing for the shadowy areas, intense blues, purples, reds, magentas
and greens whilst in the light areas vibrant yellows, oranges, lime
greens, soft pinks, and mauves coruscate over the surface of the canvas.

It is doubtful if many viewers would see these colours in the landscape,
in fact one may wonder if indeed Haynes sees these colours directly or if
what he sees acts as a catalyst to his experimenting with this vibrant
range of colours.

In the landscape examined here, 'Canopy', 1985, another element in
Hayne's work is apparent. This is the dramatic view point. Haynes
enjoys the unusual angle for example, peering out of interiors into the
outside glare, looking up into the foliage, looking directly into
sunlight or peering from behind objects, or looking down on roof tops.
In this case the viewer is shown the marvellous sensation of being under
a canopy of shimmering orange—green leaves in the open eucalyptus forest
around Kalgoorlie. With an intense blue sky, white sunlit light
reflecting clouds, the orange and green foliage floats in blobs down to
the very low horizon and in the radiating light the long spindly tree
trunks are ghostly in their soft pale mauves and purples against the
golden light of the clearing and the distant forest edge. The shadowy
base is in heavy green and orange browns anchoring to the earth the
ghostly tangled network of limbs climbing skyward.

Whilst the decorative qualities of an Australian landscape have been
utilized in terms of the rhythm of the branches and tree trunks, and the
patterns of the foliage, the colour is not natural, its as Hayne's might
wish it to be, its heightened romantic quality is somewhat akin to some
of the French impressionists and yet the tonal balance is visually
accurate.






NIGEL HEWILITT

Sunlight and the starkness of a sunlit hillside in the Australian bush
are qualities that fascinate Hewitt in this painting, 'Greenmount Hill
mid Winter'. The trees are not massive, they are somewhat stunted with
blobby tops and spindly leaning trunks that stick out of the ground in
clusters crowning the summit of the hill with a ragged skyline. This is
no well ordered, neat, nestling, copse of leafy canopied trees of intense
green, but the drab olive-green, ungainly masses of eucalypts struggling
for survival on a rocky hillside.

Because Hewitt is primarily a colourist, his observations of the foliage
have led him to create a picture dominated by warm tones, the foliage is
full of oranges, browns, umbers, magentas and muted greens, whilst the
shadows beneath the trees instead of being dark and impenetrable, are
cast in mauves and pinks against the cinnabar yellow greens of the fresh
winters grass on the hillside.

Overriding his perception of the Australian landscape, theories of colour
and tonality are applied to create a vigorous and intricate colour
relationship that helps to make us aware of what might be seen in what
for many may appear to be nothing more than a rather drab collection of
trees. This flattened rather decorative treatment of the colour in the
foreground hillside with the more traditional atmospheric perspective
created in the distance beyond the hill, sets up an interesting dynamic
tension in the painting. It is interesting to compare this work of
Hewitt's with some of George Haynes' landscape paintings and landscapes
of the Hiedelberg School.
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HANS HEYSEN

For many observers of the Australian landscape it is Sir Hans Heysen,
who, in his paintings, epitomized what they believe to be the essential
qualities of the Australian bush. The Mount Lofty and Flinders Ranges of
South Australia provided much of the inspiration for his carefully
composed and consummately crafted landscape paintings. Certainly, Heysen
in much of his work was able to infuse it with a sense of grandeur and
nostalgia. The reality was that the land was increasingly being
subjected to the ravages of farming and mining. With Heysen the golden
light can be seen casting its glory, not over some ancient classical
ruins, (as in the manner of Claude Lorraine) but over the majestic,
gleaming eucalypts with their huge buttresses, gnarled peeling bark and
their contorted limbs pushing into the golden sky. Australians loved

it. The golden classical age of Australian landscape had arrived. It
has been suggested however that, "The only deficiency of his art is that
it has no imagination, and as a projection of a man's spiritual structure
on an external world it is surely valueless.” (Hughes 1970: 89).

Time of course will determine the value of Heysen's work, but
irrespective of how great or unimaginative it may be, many Australians
love his renditions of the Australian landscape. As Bernard Smith has
remarked,"Heysen fashioned an image of the Australian landscape which has
come to occupy a permanent place in the national imagination, to be the
delight of ordinary people and the despair of the sophisticated.” (Smith
1962: 113).

'Guardians of the Brackine Gorge', 1937, is a typical Heysen landscape;
the centre of the picture is dominated by the upthrusting majestic barren
eroded forms of a mountain silhouetted against a peerless blue sky and on
either side two massive leaning tree trunks in the foreground act as
guardians to this remote landscape. The strong pull to the right by the
leaning trees is echoed in the thrust of the majestic mountains, but
offset by the counteracting tree branch leaning back to the left. Scale
is established by a white tree trunk centrally silhouetted in the
distance against the majesty of the mountainous backdrop. There is a
surety, deftness and lightness of touch in this watercolour, depicting
the radiance of the clear light that etches the foreground trees and
reveals the ravages of fire and drought that has left its mark in the
hollowed and dead sections of the tree trunks. For in this landscape, as

Heysen has remarked, "you see the bare bones of the landscape.” (Thiele
1968: 196).

"The singular quality of Heysen's work is its endless preoccupation with
light - light looked straight into, light slanting through leaves, lying
sharply on ridges or sculpting hills, light seen through the dust or the
haze of a bushfire, the light of the enveloping air itself."” (Thomas
1977: 52).



