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There is a blot on the Australian landscape. It has been there for a long time, but its 

existence only really became apparent with a defining shift in Australian art 

hisÛÖÙÐÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÖÊÊÜÙÙÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯ!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯƕƝƜƔɯ!ÖàÌÙɯ+ÌÊÛÜÙÌɯÚÌÙÐÌÚȮɯThe 

Spectre of Truganini. Seeing the exclusion of an Aboriginal presence in Australian art 

through the ideas of Sigmund Freud, Smith proposed in his pivotal text that the 

history of  Australian art was a history of repression. After Smith, contemporary art 

historian Ian McLean has developed the most detailed account of the history of 

Australian art according to this methodology. This essay examines the work of the 

modern Australian ar ÛÐÚÛɯ%ÙÌËɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÐÕɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÉÖÛÏɯ2ÔÐÛÏɯÈÕËɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯ

understanding of the history of Australian art but to expand on their work I argue 

ÛÏÈÛȮɯÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯ%ÙÌÜËɯÈÓÖÕÌȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯ)ÈÊØÜÌÚɯ+ÈÊÈÕɀÚɯÙÌÍÐÎÜÙÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ%ÙÌÜËɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÍÍÌÙÚɯÜÚɯ

the most insight into Willi ÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒȭɯ%ÜÙÛÏÌÙȮɯÐÕÚÖÍÈÙɯÈÚɯ(ɯÈÙÎÜÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ

 ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒȮɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÐÕɯÍÖÙɯÈɯ

ÞÐËÌÙɯ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛȮɯÛÏÌɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÈɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ+ÈÊÈÕɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÈÓɯ

of a foundational spl it between the eye and the gaze. But first, to that blot. 

 

From colonial melancholy to a modern uncanny  

 

In a brilliant observation, Ian McLean, in drawing attention to emigrant artist John 

&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯÈÛÛÌÔ×ÛɯÛÖɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÖÙËÌÙÓàɯËÐÚ×ÌÙÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÎÜÔÚɯÈÊÙÖss the hillsides in 

the background of some of his paintings, suggests that therein could be found the 

ÖÙÐÎÐÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÛɯÖÍɯ%ÙÌËɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚȭɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÞÈÚɯÔÈËÌɯÈÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯ

ÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯ!ÙÐÛÐÚÏɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÛÏat he 

completed late in his life after immigrating to Tasmania in 1831. In coming to 

 ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈȮɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌËȮɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯȿ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌÚØÜÌɯÈÌÚÛÏÌÛÐÊɯÞÈÝÌÙÌËȮɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÐÕÎɯÈÕɯ

ÈÔÉÐÝÈÓÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯÜÕÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÛàɯÛà×ÐÊÈÓɯÖÍɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɀȭ1 The cause of this disturbance, 

he fuÙÛÏÌÙɯÚ×ÌÊÐÍÐÌËȮɯÞÈÚɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯÐÕÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯȿÍÖÙÎÌÛɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÊÈÕÕàɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÈɯ

paradise lost ɬ ÛÏÈÛɯÐÚȮɯÛÏÌɯÌßÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ ÉÖÙÐÎÐÕÌÚɀȭ2 In a remarkable passage that I 

wish to quote in full, McLean proposes a history of Australian landscape painting 

that is to be understood as a repeated reworking of a loss that is made present in 

&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÉàɯÐÛÚɯÙÌ×ÌÈÛÌËɯÈÉÚÌÕÊÌȭɯȿ3ÏÌɯÏÈÜÕÛÐÕÎɀɯÖÍɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚȮɯ

McLean writes, 

 

 
1(ÈÕɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕȮɯȿ4ÕËÌÙɯ2ÈÛÜÙÕȯɯ,ÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɯ(ÔÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɀȮɯÐÕɯ-ÐÊÏÖÓÈÚɯ3ÏÖÔÈÚɯ

and Diane Losche, eds, Double Vision: Art Histories and Colonial Histories in the Pacific, 

Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999, 157. 
2,Ê+ÌÈÕȮɯȿ4ÕËÌÙɯ2ÈÛÜÙÕɀȮɯƕƙƚȭ 
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is at its most palpable in the melancholy solitude of the wooded 

ranges that frame his scenes like a looming amphitheatre 

watching over him with all the sublime terror of an absolute 

unbounded other. Here the space of the picture resists any 

imposed order, and Glover must paint blind in the hope of finding 

an order from inside his own consciousness ɬ or in this most 

modernist of strategies, let the space compose itself. Occasionally, 

as in ,Ûɯ6ÌÓÓÐÕÎÛÖÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ.Ù×ÏÈÕɯ ÚàÓÜÔȮɯ5ÈÕɯ#ÐÌÔÌÕɀÚɯ+ÈÕË 

(1837), the solitude of this chaos is cast like a great stain across the 

painting. The rainbow, a traditional emblem of redemption, 

ironically taunts the orphan asylum which, like the new colony, 

precariously inhabits a strange land with all the disjointed logic of 

a dream. In this new home stirs the unhomely. This uncanny 

presence of a paradise lost pictured by Glover in the background 

ÏÐÓÓÚɯÖÍɯ5ÈÕɯ#ÐÌÔÌÕɀÚɯ+ÈÕËɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÈɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÝÌɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯ

Australian landscape art. Tom Roberts and Sidney Nolan were 

drawn to it, and Fred Williams made it the very subject of his art 

and content of his aesthetic.3 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1 John Glover, ,ÖÜÕÛɯ6ÌÓÓÐÕÎÛÖÕɯÞÐÛÏɯ.Ù×ÏÈÕɯ ÚàÓÜÔȮɯ5ÈÕɯ#ÐÌÔÌÕɀÚɯ+ÈÕË (1837) 

oil on canvas, 76.5 x 114.2 cm, National Gallery of Victoria 

 

 

 
3,Ê+ÌÈÕȮɯȿ4ÕËÌÙɯ2ÈÛÜÙÕɀȮɯƕƙƚɬ7. 
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3ÏÐÚɯØÜÖÛÌɯÊÖÔÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÖÕȮɯȿ4ÕËÌÙɯ2ÈÛÜÙÕȯɯ,ÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɯ

and ÛÏÌɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɯ(ÔÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɀȮɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÖÒɯDouble Vision: Art Histories and Colonial 

Histories in the Pacific. However on different occasions and with slight variations, 

McLean repeated this passage. In his influential book, White Aborigines: Identity 

Politics in Australian Art, for example, the passage is revised, with the sentence on 

Roberts, Nolan and Williams replaced by a more generalised reference to how the 

ÜÕËÌÙÓàÐÕÎɯËÐÚÖÙËÌÙɯÐÕɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚɯÔÈÒÌÚɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÌÙÜÕÕÌÙɯȿÖÍɯ

Australian landscape art in the second half of the nineteenth and twentieth 

ÊÌÕÛÜÙÐÌÚȭɀ4 (ɯÞÐÚÏɯÛÖɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓɯÓÐÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛȮɯÛÈÒÐÕÎɯÜ×ɯÛÏÌɯ

connection with Fred Williams that was not pursued in either his article or book, to 

argue that the structuring logic to 6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÐÚɯÐÕËÌÌËɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

uncanny.  

 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÛÜÙÕÐÕÎɯ×ÖÐÕÛȯɯÙÌÚÜÙÙÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÍÈÐÓÌËɯÙÌËÌÔ×ÛÐÖÕ 
 

3ÖɯÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌɯÏÖÞɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÞÈÚɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÊÈÕÕàȮɯ(ɯÞÐÓÓɯÌßÈÔÐÕÌɯ

the recent major study on the artist by Deborah Hart ɬ a publication that 

accompanied her mounting of Fred Williams: Infinite Horizons, the retrospective 

ÌßÏÐÉÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÏÌÓËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ&ÈÓÓÌÙàɯÖÍɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈɯÐÕɯƖƔƕƕȭɯ.Õɯ

ÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯÊÈÛÈÓÖÎÜÌȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÉÜÐÓËÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚɯÛÞÖɯÔÈÑÖÙɯÔÖÕÖÎÙÈ×ÏÚɯÖÕɯ

Williams by Patrick McCaughey and James Mollison, it is surprising to realise that in 

the end, behind all the detailed scholarship and the careful historical reconstruction 

that marks her text, it is on just one decisive event that she hinges the destiny of 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÈÙÛȭ5  

  ÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÕàɯËÌÛÈÐÓÚɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÙÙÈÛÐÝÌɯÉÙÌÈËÛÏɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÊÈÙÌÌÙɯÏÈÝÌɯ

ÙÌÊÌËÌËȮɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÓÈÚÛÐÕÎɯÐÔ×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÍÙÖÔɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯÛÌßÛɯÐÚɯÖÍɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÎÌÕÐÜÚɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ

art is ultimately the after -effect of an epiphany. Although Hart does n ot herself 

directly address the significance of this instant where all shifts for Williams, I wish to 

argue, after McLean, that this moment of revelation should be more properly 

conceived as the moment of the striking of the uncanny. Further, it is William ÚɀÚɯ

encounter with the uncanny, I believe, that provides the means for understanding his 

ÞÖÙÒɀÚɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛȭɯ 

The turning point for Williams that Deborah Hart dramatizes is the moment 

of his re-seeing of the Australian landscape after a period of five years away 

ÚÛÜËàÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯÐÕɯ+ÖÕËÖÕȭɯ ÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÏÌÙɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÖÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ

àÌÈÙÚɯÐÕɯ+ÖÕËÖÕɯ'ÈÙÛɯÞÙÐÛÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÈÞÈàɯÍÙÖÔɯÏÐÚɯÏÖÔÌ-ÉÈÚÌɀȮɯÈÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯȿÏÐÚɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕÚɯ

ÏÈËɯÉÌÌÕɯÉÙÖÈËÌÕÌËɀȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯȿÞÈÚɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÞÈÐÛÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯÈɯÊÈtalyst that would take his art 

ÛÖɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÓÌÝÌÓȭɯ ÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÏÌɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯÐÛȮɯÐÕɯÓÈÛÌɯƕƝƙƚȮɯÈÚɯÏÌɯÚÈÐÓÌËɯÉÈÊÒɯÛÖɯ

 ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈɯÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÔÖÝÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÛÏÙÌÚÏÖÓËɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯËÐÚÊÖÝÌÙàȭɀ6 This strange sense of 

 
4Ian McLean, White Aborigines: Identity Politics in Australian Art, Cambridge and New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998, 44. 
5Patrick McCaughey, Fred Williams, Sydney and London: Bay Books, 1980; James Mollison, A 

Singular Vision: The art of Fred Williams, Canberra: Australian National Gallery, 1989. 
6Deborah Hart,  Fred Williams: Infinite Horizons, Canberra: National Gallery of Australia, 2011, 

42. 
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Williams being propelled by an unknown destiny is heightened  by Hart immediately 

adding what she reads as a kind of unexplainable premonition on the part of 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÕÌßÛɯÚÌÕÛÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÌÕËɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯ'ÈÙÛɯÞÙÐÛÌÚȯɯȿ3ÏÌɯàÌÈÙɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÏÌɯ

Ȼ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚȼɯËÌ×ÈÙÛÌËɯÏÌɯÞÙÖÛÌɯÛÖɯ)ÖÏÕɯ!ÙÈÊÒȯɯɁ,àɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÔÈÕà, but also 

ÝÈÙÐÌËȭɯ(ɯÍÌÌÓɯÔàÚÌÓÍɯÛÏÈÛɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÓÖÕÎɯ(ɯÚÏÈÓÓɯÊÖÔÌɯÏÖÔÌɯȱɯ/ÌÙÏÈ×ÚɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÚÛÙÐÒÌɯ

àÖÜɯÈÚɯÝÌÙàɯÍÜÕÕàɯÉÜÛɯ(ɯÞÐÓÓɯ×ÈÐÕÛɯÔÈÕàɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÜÛÜÙÌȮɯÛÏÐÚɯ(ɯÏÈÝÌɯËÌÊÐËÌËȭɂɀ7 

The full theatrical effect that Hart is aiming for becomes clear when we turn 

from this second chapter ɬ ÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÛÐÛÓÌËɯȿ2ÌÛÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ2ÛÈÎÌɀȮɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

ÍÐÙÚÛɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÖÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛɯàÌÈÙÚȮɯÛÐÛÓÌËɯȿ+ÈàÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ&ÙÖÜÕËÞÖÙÒɀɯɬ to the 

ÛÏÐÙËɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÛÓÌɯÖÍɯÞÏÐÊÏȮɯȿ1ÌÚÜÙÙÌÊÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ&ÜÔɯ3ÙÌÌɀȮɯÈÕÕÖÜÕÊÌÚɯÛÏÌɯ

epiphany. With this title Hart is in the first instance referring back to Alan 

,Ê"ÜÓÓÖÊÏɀÚɯÙÌÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯƕƝƙƜɯÌßÏÐÉÐÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯ,ÌÓÉÖÜÙÕÌɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌËɯÛÏÌɯ

ÏÌÈËÓÐÕÌɯȿ1ÌÚÜÙÙÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ&ÜÔɯ3ÙÌÌɀɬ ÈÕËɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÌßÏÐÉÐÛÐÖÕɯÞÏÐÊÏȮɯÈÚɯ

'ÈÙÛɯÕÖÛÌÚȮɯÞÈÚɯȿto reveal the effects of his home country on his art after five years 

ÈÞÈàɀȭ8 Also, more generally, the title references the seemingly miraculous 

overcoming of the impossible task that Williams set himself: a challenge expressed in 

a now famous exchange, perhaps more legendary than actual, between John Brack 

and Williams.  

 6ÐÛÏɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÍÙÌÚÏÓàɯÉÈÊÒɯÍÙÖÔɯ+ÖÕËÖÕȮɯ!ÙÈÊÒɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÌËÓàɯÈÚÒÌËɯÏÐÔȮɯȿ6ÌÓÓȮɯ

%ÙÌËËàȮɯÞÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯàÖÜɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÖȳɀɯ3ÏÌɯÔÈÛÛÌÙ-of-ÍÈÊÛɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÌɯÊÈÔÌɯÚÛÙÈÐÎÏÛɯÉÈÊÒȮɯȿ(ɯ

am going to paint the gum ÛÙÌÌȭɀɯ2ÛÜÕÕÌËɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯËÐÚÉÌÓÐÌÍȮɯ!ÙÈÊÒɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌËȮɯȿ8ÖÜɯ

ÊÈÕɀÛɯËÖɯÛÏÈÛȭɯ$ÝÌÙàÉÖËàɀÚɯËÖÕÌɯÛÏÈÛɀȮɯÛÖɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÙÌ×ÓÐÌËȮɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÐÚÛÐÊɯ

deadpan manner, (perhaps wishing to put an end to any further discussion on the 

topic but yet also, in an underhaÕËɯÞÈàȮɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÕÖÙÔÐÛàɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÛÈÚÒȺȯɯȿ6ÌÓÓȮɯÐÛɀÚɯ

ÑÜÚÛɯÞÏÈÛɯ(ɀÔɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÖȭɀ9 As an exchange that over the years has come to be used 

ÈÚɯÈɯÒÌàɯÍÖÙɯËÌÊÐ×ÏÌÙÐÕÎɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎȮɯÐÛɯÊÈÕɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÌɯÏÈÕËɯÉÌɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯÛÖɯ

evoke how Williams could see anew what had been rendered invisible by its over -

familiarity and over -use by other artists. This is one association implicitly connected 

to the idea of a resurrection: like Christ, who is the most ordinary of men, and for 

this reason his divinity is not se en, the gum tree is so pedestrian and familiar that it, 

too, is never truly seen. Thus something out of the ordinary is required ɬ James 

,ÖÓÓÐÚÖÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÐÛɯȿÈɯÚÐÕÎÜÓÈÙɯÝÐÚÐÖÕɀɯɬ to see what others cannot. Yet on the other 

hand, resurrection also withholds t he promise of redemption.  

 ɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÐÖÕɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÔÈËÌɯÉàɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÈÓɯ

that the history of Australian art is founded upon a failed or incomplete redemption. 

Observing the glowing Claudean light in paintings by Glover that depic ted his new 

home in Tasmania, such as My Harvest Home and  ɯ5ÐÌÞɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ ÙÛÐÚÛɀÚɯ'ÖÔÌ, McLean 

ÕÖÛÌÚɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɯËÐÚÊÖÝÌÙÐÕÎɯȿÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯÙÌËÌÔ×ÛÐÖÕɯ

ÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏɀȭ10 However as McLean is quick to correct this thought, it would b e 

ÔÐÚÓÌÈËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌɯÚÐÕÊÌɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɯȿËÐËɯÕÖÛɯÙÌ×ÌÈÛɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÌßÈÎÎÌÙÈÛÌËÓàɯ

 
7Hart, Infinite Horizons, 42. 
8Hart, Infinite Horizons, 45. 
9James Mollison quotes this exchange as recalled by Hal Hattam; Mollison, A Singular Vision, 

35.  
10McLean, White Aborigines, 44. 
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ÛÙÈÕÚÊÌÕËÌÕÛɯÝÐÚÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯÓÈÛÌÙɯÞÖÙÒÚȭɀ11 Rather than achieving any smooth 

ÛÙÈÕÚÊÌÕËÌÕÊÌȮɯÍÖÙɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɯȿÙÌËÌÔ×ÛÐÖÕɯÍÈÓÛÌÙÚɀȭ12 McLean extends this peculiarity to 

the history of Australian art that Glover originates. Comparing Glover to his near 

contemporary in America, Thomas Cole, McLean argues that whereas Cole redeems 

ÛÏÌɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯÞÐÓËÌÙÕÌÚÚȮɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯȿÚÜÉÓÐÔÌɯ×ÈÕÖÙÈÔÈÚɯÖÍɯÈɯËÙÌÈÔɯÍÜÓÍÐÓÓÌËȮɯÖÍɯ

×ÈÙÈËÐÚÌɯÙÌÎÈÐÕÌËɀȮɯÐÕɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈȮɯÉàɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÚÛȮɯȿÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÈËÐÚÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÙÌÎÈÐÕÌËȭɯ'ÌÙÌɯ

Èɯ×ÈÙÈËÐÚÌɯÓÖÚÛɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÌËɯÐÕÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÐÛÚɯÛÌßÛÚȭɀ13  

 

A history from blindness  

 

There is no doubt, as both McCaughey and Mollison have exhaustively argued, that 

Fred Williams was AustraÓÐÈɀÚɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÚÛɯÔÖËÌÙÕÐÚÛɯ×ÈÐÕÛÌÙȭɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÔÖËÌÙÕÐÚÛɯ

ÕÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÈÙÛɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÚÌÌÕɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÉÖÓËɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÏÈÛɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɯ

ÞÈÚɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÌÕÎÈÎÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯȿÔÖÚÛɯÔÖËÌÙÕÐÚÛɯÖÍɯÚÛÙÈÛÌÎÐÌÚɀȭɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÖÕÓàɯÉÌÊÖÔÌÚɯ

the most complete Australian moder nist painter by returning to and repeating 

Glover. If the history of Australian landscape painting is a history of being ever more 

ËÙÈÞÕɯÐÕÛÖɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯÉÈÊÒÎÙÖÜÕËɯÏÐÓÓÚȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚȮɯÉàɯÙÌÔÖÝÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÓÓɯ

possibility of distinguishing between background and foreground, both completes 

this history and at the same time makes this history ɬ ÛÏÌɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛɀÚɯ

depicting of the landscape ɬ the very focus of his painting. In doing this, Williams, 

more than any other Australian artist, was driven by  the blindness that lies at the 

origin of Australian art.  

 (ÕɯÖÙËÌÙɯÛÖɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯÏÖÞɯÉÓÐÕËÕÌÚÚɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ

important to draw attention to a peculiar detail in the extended passage from 

McLean that I have quoted. In an earlier version of this passage, McLean spoke of 

ÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯȿÝÈÚÛɯÚÐÓÌÕÛɯÚÖÓÐÛÜËÌɯÖÍɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯÞÖÖËÌËɯÙÈÕÎÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÙÈÔÌɯÏÐÚɯÊÌÕÛÙÈÓɯÚÊÌÕÌÚɀɯ

were occasionally, as in ,Ûɯ6ÌÓÓÐÕÎÛÖÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ.Ù×ÏÈÕɯ ÚàÓÜÔȮɯ5ÈÕɯ#ÐÌÔÌÕɀÚɯ+ÈÕË, 

ȿÊÈÚÛɯÓÐÒÌɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÚÏÈËÖÞɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÈÕɯÖÛÏÌÙÞÐÚÌɯÚÜÉÓÐÔÌɯÓÈÕËÚÊÈ×Ìȭɀ14 In the later 

ÝÌÙÚÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ(ɯÏÈÝÌɯØÜÖÛÌËȮɯÈÕËɯÈÓÚÖɯÐÕɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒȮɯÛÏÌɯȿÎÙÌÈÛɯÚÏÈËÖÞɀɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯ

ÙÌ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÉàɯÈɯȿÎÙÌÈÛɯÚÛÈÐÕɀȯɯȿÛÏÌɯÚÖÓÐÛÜËÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÏÈÖÚɯÐÚɯÊÈÚÛɯÓÐÒÌɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÚÛÈÐÕɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯ

ÛÏÌɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɀȭɯ ÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌËɯÉàɯ,cLean, this substitution of shadow 

for stain is likely to be  ÛÏÌɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯ2ÓÈÝÖÑɯÂÐŉÌÒɀÚɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÙÐÚÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯÚÛÈÐÕɯÈÚɯÐÛɯ

ÐÚɯÜÚÌËɯÐÕɯ+ÈÊÈÕɀÚɯÍÖÙÔÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌȭ15 This underlying dialogue 

ÞÐÛÏɯ+ÈÊÈÕɀÚɯÛÏÌÖÙÐÚÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌɯÐÚɯÌØÜÈÓÓàɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯ×ÙÖÝÖÊÈÛÐÝÌɯÐËÌÈɯ

 
11McLean, White Aborigines, 44. 
12McLean, White Aborigines, 44. 
13 (ÈÕɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕȮɯȿ8ÖÜÙɯ.ÞÕɯ+ÈÕËɯÐÚɯ!ÌÚÛȯɯ3ÏÌɯ+ÐÔÐÛÚɯÖÍɯ1ÌËÌÔ×ÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɯ ÙÛɀȮɯ

Australian Journal of Art, vol. 12, 1994ɬ95, 132 
14(ÈÕɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕȮɯȿ8ÖÜÙɯ.ÞÕɯ+ÈÕËɯÐÚɯ!ÌÚÛɀȮɯƕƗƚȭ 
15Although ÂÐŉÌÒɀÚɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯÚÛÈÐÕɯÐÚɯÚ×ÙÌÈËɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒȮɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÙÌÓÌÝÈÕÛɯÛÖɯ

ÔàɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÖÕɯȿ3ÏÌɯ'ÐÛÊÏÊÖÊÒÐÈÕɯ!ÓÖÛɀɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯLooking Awry: An Introduction to 

Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, 

1991, 88. Another possibility that does not necessarily cancel out this one, is that McLean is 

ÈÛÛÌÔ×ÛÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛÐÈÛÌɯÏÐÚɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛɯÍÙÖÔɯ)ÖÏÕɯ!ÈÙÙÌÓÓɀÚɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÛÐÈÓɯThe Dark Side of the 

Landscape: the rural poor in English painting, 1730-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

/ÙÌÚÚȮɯƕƝƜƔȺɯÙÌ×ÓÈÊÐÕÎɯ!ÈÙÙÌÓÓɀÚɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÚÏÈËÖÞɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÙÌɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÝÌÓàɯÝÐÖÓÌÕÛɯȹÉÓÖÖËȺÚÛÈÐÕȭ 
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of how the framing oÍɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯÞÖÖËÌËɯÙÈÕÎÌÚɯÊÈÜÚÌËɯÏÐÚɯȿÊÌÕÛÙÈÓɯÚÊÌÕÌÚɀɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÓÐÒÌɯÈɯ

ȿÓÖÖÔÐÕÎɯÈÔ×ÏÐÛÏÌÈÛÙÌɯÞÈÛÊÏÐÕÎɯÖÝÌÙɯÏÐÔɀȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯȿÏÐÔɀɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯ

here as Glover but equally also the spectator. 

 In stating things in this manner, McLean is implicitly call ing for the need to 

provide an account, as Lacan would endeavour to do in response to his reading of 

Merleau-/ÖÕÛàɀÚɯThe Visible and the InvisibleȮɯÍÖÙɯȿÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌ-ÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÎÈáÌɀɬ for how 

ÐÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɯȿ(ɯÚÌÌɯÖÕÓàɯÍÙÖÔɯÖÕÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÕɯÔàɯÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌɯ(ɯÈÔɯÓooked at from all 

ÚÐËÌÚȭɀ16 In providing just such an account Lacan would put forth his famous 

×ÙÖ×ÖÚÈÓɯÖÍɯÈɯÍÜÕËÈÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÚ×ÓÐÛɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÌàÌɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌȯɯȿÛÏÌɯÌàÌɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌɯɬ 

this is for us the split in which the drive is manifested at the level of th e scopic 

ÍÐÌÓËȭɀ17 In turn, I would propose, it is precisely this split that Australian artists after 

&ÓÖÝÌÙɯÈÙÌȮɯÈÚɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɯ×ÜÛÚɯÐÛȮɯȿËÙÈÞÕɯÛÖɀȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÚ×ÓÐÛɯÐÛÚÌÓÍɯ

ÛÏÈÛɯÉÌÊÖÔÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÌÕÛÐÙÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÈÙÛȭɯ 

 

A stain over the view  
 

An initial understanding of the implications of this proposal can be grasped by 

ÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÐÕÎɯÏÖÞɯÂÐŉÌÒɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿÚÛÈÐÕɀȮɯËÙÈÞÐÕÎɯÈÚɯÏÌɯËÖÌÚɯ

ÍÙÖÔɯ+ÈÊÈÕɀÚɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ'ÈÕÚɯ'ÖÓÉÌÐÕɀÚɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÈÕÈÔÖÙ×ÏÖÚÐÚɯÐÕɯThe Ambassadors 

ÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÛÖÙÛÌËɯȿÚÛÈÐÕɀɯÖÍɯËÌÈÛÏɀÚɯÚÒÜÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚȮɯÛÖɯÜÚÌɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÌß×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕȮɯȿÊÈÚÛɯ

ÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɀȭɯ3ÖɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯÛÏÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ+ÈÊÈÕɀÚɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌɯÂÐŉÌÒɯ

is always at pains to stress how it reverses the relationship between subject and 

ÖÉÑÌÊÛȮɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÓÐÕÒÌËɯÛÖɯÈɯÚ×ÌÊÛÈÛÖÙɀÚɯÓÖÖÒɯɬ to an eye ɬ but rather 

strangely, indeed it could only be described as uncannily so, placed on the side of the 

ÖÉÑÌÊÛȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÙÌÝÌÙÚÈÓɯÖÝÌÙÛÏÙÖÞÚȮɯÂÐŉÌÒɯÈÙÎÜÌÚȮɯÈɯÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐÊÈÓɯÖÙɯÌÝÌÕɯ

deconstrucÛÐÝÌɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯÛÖɯÈɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÍɯÈÙÛȭɯȿ3ÏÌɯÈÐÔɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕËÌÈÝÖÜÙɯÐÚɯ

ÛÖɯÙÌÕËÌÙɯÝÐÚÐÉÓÌɀȮɯÏÌɯÞÙÐÛÌÚȮɯ 

 

ÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÖÜÙÚɯÖÍɯÈɯɁÍÙÈÔÌȮɂɯÈɯɁÏÖÙÐáÖÕɂɯÛÏÈÛȮɯ×ÙÌÊÐÚÌÓàɯÉàɯÚÛÈàÐÕÎɯÐÕÝÐÚÐÉÓÌȮɯÉàɯ

ÌÓÜËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɀÚɯÎÙÈÚ×ȮɯÐÕɯÈËÝÈÕÊÌɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌÚɯÐÛÚɯÍÐÌÓËɯÖÍɯÝÐÚÐon: what we 

see, as well as what we cannot see, is always given to us through a 

ÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓÓàɯÔÌËÐÈÛÌËɯÍÙÈÔÌɯÖÍɯ×ÙÌÊÖÕÊÌÐÛÚɯȱɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖɯÝÐÌÞɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯ

ÍÙÈÔÌËɯÉàɯÈɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓÓàɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌËɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯÖÍɯɁ×ÙÌÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɂȭ18  

 

This all changes though with LacÈÕȮɯÞÏÖɯȿÚÜ××ÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÛÏÐÚɯÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐÊÈÓɯÛÏÌÚÐÚɯ

with an unheard -ÖÍɯÐÕÝÌÙÚÐÖÕȯɯȿÛÏÌɯɁÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯÖÍɯÔÌÈÕÐÕÎɂɯÐÚɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÓÐÕÒÌËȮɯÈÚɯÐÍɯÉàɯÈɯ

kind of umbilical cord, to a point within  the field disclosed by it; the frame of our 

view is always already framed (re -markÌËȺɯÉàɯÈɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÐÛÚɯÊÖÕÛÌÕÛȭɀ19 The best way to 

 
16Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, Harmondsworth, 

Middlesex: Penguin, 1977, 72. 
17Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts, 73. 
182ÓÈÝÖÑɯÂÐŉÌÒȮɯEnjoy your Symptom!: Jacques Lacan in Hollywood and Out, New York: Routledge, 

1992, 14ɬ15.  
19ÂÐŉÌÒȮɯEnjoy your Symptom, 15. 
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ÌßÌÔ×ÓÐÍàɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÕÝÌÙÚÐÖÕȮɯÂÐŉÌÒɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚȮ 

 

is via the dialectic of view and gaze: in what I see, in what is open to my view, 

ÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÈɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÞÏÌÙÌɯɁ(ɯÚÌÌɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎȮɂɯÈɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÞÏÐÊÏɯɁÔÈÒÌÚɯÕÖɯ

ÚÌÕÚÌȮɂɯÐȭÌȭȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÍÜÕÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌɀÚɯÚÛÈÐÕɯɬ this is the point from 

ÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌɯÙÌÛÜÙÕÚɯÛÏÌɯÎÈáÌȮɯÓÖÖÒÚɯÉÈÊÒɯÈÛɯÔÌɯȱɯÏÌÙÌɯ(ɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯ

myself, my own objective correlative ɬ here I am, so to speak, inscribed in the 

×ÐÊÛÜÙÌȰɯÛÏÐÚɯÖÕÛÐÊɯɁÜÔÉÐÓÐÊÈÓɯÊÖÙËɂɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÛÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯhorizon is what is 

unthinkable for the entire philosophical tradition, Heidegger included. 20  

 

That Williams is granted such an exceptional place in the history of Australian art is 

ÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÏÌɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯ×ÈÐÕÛɯÈɯȿÝÐÌÞɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÓÈÕËÚÊÈ×Ìȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÏÐs 

epiphany at the moment of his return to Australia: he suddenly saw in the landscape 

that which was not a view of the landscape. Paradoxically, on returning to Australia 

it could be said that Williams saw nothing, or this could be said another way: that h e 

saw in the Australian landscape a point that could not be included in the history of 

Australian landscape painting, the point, that is, that made no sense within that 

history. It was consequently how to paint, t ÖɯÜÚÌɯÂÐŉÌÒɀÚɯÞÖÙËÚȮɯÛÏÌɯɁ(ɯÚÌÌɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɂȮɯ

ÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÞÏÐÊÏɯɁÔÈÒÌÚɯÕÖɯÚÌÕÚÌɂȮɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÚÛÙÜÎÎÓÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÖÕɯÏÐÚɯÙÌÛÜÙÕȭɯ(ÍɯÍÖÙɯ

Glover that which was excluded from view was sometimes cast as a great 

ÈÕÈÔÖÙ×ÏÐÊɯÚÛÈÐÕɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÕÝÈÚɯÛÏÌÕȮɯÛÖɯÍÖÓÓÖÞɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀs suggestion, it is for 

Williams as if the stain itself became the whole canvas. How then to give form to 

ÞÏÈÛɯÞÈÚɯÌÚÚÌÕÛÐÈÓÓàɯÍÖÙÔÓÌÚÚȳɯ'ÖÞɯÛÖɯ×ÈÐÕÛɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÕÖÕ-seeing, the blind spot in 

ÞÏÐÊÏɯȿ(ɯÈÔȮɯÚÖɯÛÖɯÚ×ÌÈÒȮɯÐÕÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌɀȳɯ3ÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯdilemma that 

Williams felt that he could not shy away from, that he needed to squarely face, upon 

his return to Australia.  

 

The Australian subject  

 

To further appreciate the nature of the challenge that Williams set for himself, it is 

necessary to understÈÕËɯÏÖÞɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀÚɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɯÐÚɯÐÛÚÌÓÍɯÛÏÌɯÖÜÛÊÖÔÌɯÖÍɯÈɯ

fundamental shift in Australian art historiography that occurred with the publishing 

ÖÍɯ!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯƕƝƜƔɯ!ÖàÌÙɯ+ÌÊÛÜÙÌɯ2ÌÙÐÌÚȮɯThe Spectre of Truganini. Smith began 

his series of lectures wiÛÏɯÈɯÚÛÙÐÒÐÕÎɯÙÌ×ÏÙÈÚÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ*ÈÙÓɯ,ÈÙßɯÈÕËɯ%ÙÐÌËÙÐÊÏɯ$ÕÎÌÓÚɀɯ

famous beginning to The Communist Manifestoȯɯȿ+ÌÛɯÔÌɯÉÌÎÐÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÈàȭɯ(ÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÖɯ

ÔÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯÚ×ÌÊÛÙÌɯÏÈÚɯÏÈÜÕÛÌËɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÌÊÛÙÌɯÖÍɯ3ÙÜÎÈÕÐÕÐȭɀ21 Even 

though Smith wished to highli ght his Marxist methodology with this introductory 

flourish, it was his use of Freud that had the most lasting impact in terms of 

ÚÜÉÚÌØÜÌÕÛɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàȭɯ(ÕɯÏÐÚɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯÓÌÊÛÜÙÌȮɯÛÐÛÓÌËɯȿ3ÏÌɯ,ÌÊÏÈÕÐÚÔÚɯÖÍɯ

%ÖÙÎÌÛÍÜÓÕÌÚÚɀȮɯ2ÔÐÛÏɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÏÐÓÌɯfor most white Australians the 

ËÐÚ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ ÉÖÙÐÎÐÕÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÓÈÕËÚɯÞÈÚɯȿÈɯÕÐÎÏÛÔÈÙÌɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÛÏÙÜÚÛɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯ

 
20ÂÐŉÌÒȮɯEnjoy your Symptom, 15. 
21Bernard Smith, 1980 Boyer Lectures: The Spectre of Truganini, Sydney: The Australian 

Broadcasting Commission, 1980, 9. The Communist Manifesto ÉÌÎÐÕÚɯÞÐÛÏȯɯȿ ɯÚ×ÌÊÛÙÌɯÐÚɯ

haunting Europe ɬ ÛÏÌɯÚ×ÌÊÛÙÌɯÖÍɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÚÔȭɀ 
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ÔÐÕËɀȮɯÛÏÌɯÌÓÐÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÐÕɯÍÈÊÛɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌȭɯ3ÜÙÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ%ÙÌÜËȮɯ2ÔÐÛÏɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌËɯ

that: 

 

like the traumatic experiences of childhood it contin ues to haunt our dreams. 

And as with childhood so with the childhood of a nation. As Freud has put it: 

Ɂ(ÛɯÐÚɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÈÓÓàɯÈËÔÐÛÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÕËɯÍÖÓÒÓÖÙÌɯÖÍɯÈɯ

people, care must be taken to eliminate from the memory such motive as 

ÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯ×ÈÐÕÍÜÓɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÍÌÌÓÐÕÎȭɂ22  

 

With this quote serving as the basis for an understanding of the history of Australian 

art as a history of repression, it is not surprising that Smith should also have 

implicitly invoked the uncanny when he de scribed the dispossession of Aborigines 

ÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÓÈÕËɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯȿÓÖÊÒÌËɯÊÜ×ÉÖÈÙËɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɀȭ23 That the unlocking and 

opening of this door in the familial home might create an uncanny effect should be 

ÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯÛÖɯ%ÙÌÜËɀÚɯÌß×ÓÈÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÊÈÕÕàɯÈÚɯÖÊÊÜÙÙÐÕÎɯÞÏÌÕɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎȯɯȿÛÏÈÛɯ

ÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÌËɯÚÌÊÙÌÛɯÈÕËɯÏÐËËÌÕɯȱɯÊÖÔÌȻÚȼɯÛÖɯÓÐÎÏÛȭɀ24 

 'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÖɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÉÈÊÒɯÛÖɯ%ÙÌÜËɯ(ɯÞÐÚÏɯÛÖɯÈËËɯÈɯ+ÈÊÈÕÐÈÕɯ

inflection. In the next sentence which follows the passage quoted by Smith, Freud 

ÞÙÖÛÌȯɯȿ/ÌÙÏaps, on closer inspection, it may be possible to form a perfect analogy 

between the manner of development of national traditions and infantile 

ÙÌÔÐÕÐÚÊÌÕÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓȭɀ25 If it is accepted that there is such a perfect analogy, 

and if for Freud consi deration of a traumatic experience that continues to haunt leads 

back to the central notion of castration anxiety, there is a point, the explanation of 

ÞÏÐÊÏɯÚÌÙÝÌÚɯÈÚɯÂÐŉÌÒɀÚɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛɯÙÌÍÙÈÐÕȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÌÚÚÌÕÛÐÈÓɯÛÖɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙȭɯ(ÕËÌÌËȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÈɯ

point all the more crucial to consider insofar as Lacan would ultimately draw the 

ÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ'ÖÓÉÌÐÕɀÚɯÚÛÈÐÕɯÔÈÒÌÚɯȿÝÐÚÐÉÓÌɯÍÖÙɯÜÚɯhere something that is simply 

the subject as annihilated ɬ annihilated in the form that is, strictly speaking, the 

imaged embodiment of the minus -×ÏÐɯȻÓÈÊÒȼɯÖÍɯÊÈÚÛÙÈÛÐÖÕɀȭ26 To take one example 

ÍÙÖÔɯÔÈÕàȮɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÂÐŉÌÒɯÞÖÜÓËɯÞÐÚÏɯÛÖɯÚÛÙÌÚÚɯÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÛhat castration should 

not be thought only in terms of a  

 

threat-horizon, a not-yet/always to come, but, simultaneously, something 

which always -already happens: the subject is not only under threat of 

separation, it is the effect of separation (from substance). Furthermore, insofar 

 
22Smith, The Spectre of Truganini, 17. The Freud quote is from Psychopathology of Everyday Life, 

trans. A. A. Brill, New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1914, 154.  
23Smith, The Spectre of Truganini, 10. 
242ÐÎÔÜÕËɯ%ÙÌÜËȮɯȿ3ÏÌɯ4ÕÊÈÕÕàɀȮɯÐÕɯThe Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 

Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. James Strachey, vol. 17, London: The Hogarth Press, 1955, 225. 
25Freud, Psychopathology of Everyday Life, 154. If there is a perfect analogy then this would 

mean that the direction in which the analogy proceeded, that is from the individual to the 

nation or from the nation to the individual, could  not be determined ɬ each would be 

produced as the possibility of the other. This might suggest that it is far from coincidental 

that Freud would suggest the existence of a perfect analogy in the very year ɬ 1901 ɬ of 

 ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈɀÚɯ%ÌËÌÙÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ 
26Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts, 89. 
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as a traumatic encounter generates anxiety, we should bear in mind that, for 

Lacan, in anxiety, what the subject is exposed to is precisely the loss of the 

loss itself ɬ Lacan here turns around Freud: anxiety is not the anxiety of 

separation from the object, but the anxiety of the object (-cause of desire) 

getting too close to the subject. This is why trauma belongs to the domain of 

the uncanny in the fundamental ambiguity of this term: what makes uncanny 

uncanny is its proximity,  the fact that it is the coming-into -visibility of 

something too close to us.27 

 

,àɯÌÕËÌÈÝÖÜÙɯÐÚɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÞÈs separation 

ÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÂÐŉÌÒɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕÚɯÏÌÙÌȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÜÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯÙÌ×ÌÈÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÚÛȮɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯ

return to the origins of Australian art, Williams was painting the (Australian) subject 

that is the effect of separation. In doing this, Williams was equÈÓÓàȮɯÛÖɯÜÛÐÓÐÚÌɯÂÐŉÌÒɀÚɯ

terms, painting what makes the uncanny uncanny. Thus if the uncanny for Glover 

was a distant exclusion, with Williams his practice actually proceeded from the more 

truly uncanny realisation that it was that very exclusion that form ed the most 

intimate part of the Australian subject, that is, that any substance to the Australian 

subject only exists in that which it is separated from. Thus again in comparison to 

&ÓÖÝÌÙȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏɯÞÈÚɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯ×ÙÖßÐÔÐÛàȮɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊoming-

into -visibility of something too close, in a word ɬ the one that Lacan invented to 

evoke what makes the uncanny uncanny ɬ ÈÕɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯȿÌßÛÐÔÈÛÌɀȭ28 

 

To draw is to cut  
 

(Õɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÖÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÙÌÚÜÙÙÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÔɯÛÙÌÌɯÚÏÌɯÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÜnexpectedly 

first refers back to several works ɬ a drawing, an etching and an oil on composition 

board ɬ that Williams completed in London on the subject of tree lopping. 

Comparing the speed and vigour of the drawing and etching to that of the painting, 

she suggests that the painting  

 

embodies stasis; a feeling of time held in honour of form. There is power in 

the pictorial distillation that finds an equivalent in trees felled and lopped 

until all that remains are the bare essentials. There is a sense that these trees, 

reaching up with severed branches, might be a crucifixion of sorts. There is 

strength and beauty in their Spartan survival, despite the odds, and in the 

spatial possibilities they open up, limb to limb. 29 

 

 
272ÓÈÝÖÑɯÂÐŉÌÒȮɯLiving in the End Times, London & New York: Verso, 2010, 309.  
28Lacan coined the word extimité (in English translated as extimacy or the extimate) to 

combine the most intimate interiority with the most distant, excl uded exterior, thus following 

%ÙÌÜËɀÚɯ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÊÈÕÕàɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÐÕÊÐËÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÖ××ÖÚÐÛÌÚȭɯ 
29Hart, Infinite HorizonsȮɯƘƚȭɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯÚÌÕÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÙÜÊÐÍÐßÐÖÕɯÚÊÌÕÌɯÊÈÕɯÈÊÛÜÈÓÓàɯ

be given much more precision as Christopher Heathcote has recalled how John Brack once 

told him that with the Tree loppers 6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÞÈÚɯÊÖÕÚÊÐÖÜÚÓàɯÙÌÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯ1ÖÚÚÖɯ%ÐÖÙÌÕÛÐÕÖɀÚɯ

Deposition from the Cross ÈÓÛÈÙ×ÐÌÊÌȭɯ"ÏÙÐÚÛÖ×ÏÌÙɯ'ÌÈÛÏÊÖÛÌȮɯȿ+ɀ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ2ÌÕÛÐÔÌÕÛÈÓÌɀȮɯÐÕɯ

Jeffrey Makin, Australia Felix: Landscapes, Melbourne: MacMillan, 2002, 20. 
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Figure 2 Fred Williams, Tree loppers (1955) 

oil on composition board, 102 x 70.5 cm. â Estate of Fred Williams 
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Hart singles out Tree loppers (1955, oil on composition board) as providing a link to 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÚÜÉÚÌØÜÌÕÛɯÞÖÙÒɯÉÈÊÒɯÐÕɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈȮɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÐÕÎɯÏÖÞɯÐÛÚɯȿÚtrong 

ÊÖÔ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÝÌÙÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐÚɯȱɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÛÖɯÍÜÛÜÙÌɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛÚɀȭ30 As 

Hart develops this connection, a sub-theme of uncanny dismembering runs through 

her text, not necessarily made explicit as such, but it emerges, cuts through to the 

surface like a symptomatic disturbance, or like an unconscious that can only be 

glimpsed in disruptions and distortions. From crucifixion to resurrection Hart 

ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚɯÛÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÐÚɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÞÖÜÕËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

landscape, or more exactly, and this I wish to see as the uncanny dimension to his 

work, that it is not so much about the wounding of the landscape, but that the 

landscape arises from the wounding, that the landscape is the inscription, the cut 

itself. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Fred Williams, Sketch for Tree loppers I (1955) 

ink on paper, 23.5 x 17 cm. â Estate of Fred Williams 

 

 

In the context of this idea it is significant that Hart should construct a link to 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÞÖÙÒɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯthe tree loppers, but via 

 
30Hart, Infinite Horizons, 46. 
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the relationship between the drawing, etching and painting of the tree loppers. If we 

ÓÖÖÒɯÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÚÒÌÛÊÏɯȹSketch for Tree loppers I, 1955, ink on paper) a sketch 

that Hart did not reproduce, the association of the tre e lopper series with a 

crucifixion scene is quite striking. Here one can see how Williams undertakes a 

displacement of the crucifixion scene, moving from seeing the tree lopper himself as 

like Christ on the cross, to the tree as the substitute body being crucified. There is an 

odd effect created by Williams with the outstretched arm of the tree lopper doubling 

as a limb of the tree, creating confusion between what is doing the severing and what 

is severed. With the doubling that takes place, it is as if the ÛÙÌÌɯÓÖ××ÌÙɀÚɯÓÐÔÉɯ

becomes some other strange and alien life-form no longer attached to the tree lopper, 

ÈÚɯÐÍȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÌØÜÈÓÓàɯÉÌɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÛÐÚÛɀÚɯÏÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯËÙÈÞÚɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÔÉȮɯ

ÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÌÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɀÚɯȿÖÞÕɀɯÓÐÔÉɯÈÚɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙȮɯÈÚɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÛÖɯÖneself. Although the 

outstretched arm that fuses with the cutting instrument ɬ and it is not clear if this is a 

saw, a hacksaw or just a blade ɬ seems to bridge the gap between the two trees, in its 

exaggerated extension the arm itself seems to be split, which is to say that the arm 

doing the cutting seems itself to be cut.31 This thought can itself be extended as we 

see that it is not just the arm but also the figure itself that appears to be strangely 

Ú×ÓÐÛȭɯ3ÏÜÚɯÍÖÙɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÕÌɯÕÖÛÌÚɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɀÚɯÓÌÍÛ foot faces away from us, as if 

the figure had his back to us, yet the other side of the figure suggests he faces 

towards us. Is it then the front or back of the figure we see? Is the head twisting to 

look to the side or is it already facing out? Further still, the left foot as it turns away 

seems to be resting on nothing, yet at the same time we have the impression that the 

vertically framed background becomes a horizontal support on which the figure 

stands ɬ a precursor of the confusion between the horizontal and vertical that would 

ÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÈɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒȭɯ3ÖɯÙÌÊÖÎÕÐÚÌɯÐÕɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÐÚɯËÖÜÉÓÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯËÐÝÐËÐÕÎɯ

ÞÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÍÖÙÌÚÏÈËÖÞÌËɯÐÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒȮɯÈÚɯ'ÈÙÛɯËÖÌÚȮɯ(ɯÞÐÚÏɯÛÖɯËÙÈÞɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ

the significance of how the scene itself ɬ the cutting of a limb ɬ is a doubling of the 

act of drawing. To draw is to cut: this is an equation that fascinated Williams, and it 

ÞÈÚɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÛÏÙÈÓÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÍÈÚÊÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÙÌ-seeing of the Australian 

landscape took place.  

 

The shape that forms itself  
 

3ÖɯÚÌÌɯÔÖÙÌɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÐÔ×ÓÐÊÐÛɯÐÕɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÈÓȮɯÞÌɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙɯÈɯÒÌàɯÔÖÔÌÕÛɯ

in her text as she identifies a specific return to the Tree loppers ÚÌÙÐÌÚɯÐÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ

ÓÈÛÌÙɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÞÖÙÒȭɯ.Íɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯƕƝƚƙɬ66 Oval landscape Hart writes that the 

ȿÜnderlying subject of the painting ɬ tree felling ɬ is indicated by the shape of an axe 

close to the horizon line, recalling his stark early Tree loppersȭɀ32 This is quite a simple 

but nevertheless intriguing observation. It is initially interesting to note that what 

Hart now sees as an axe ɬ the form on a grey background situated just below the 

right hand side of the horizon line ɬ was seen by others to be simply a chopped tree, 

and as such to be the clear subject matter of the painting. Patrick McCaughey, for 

 
31This is not an isolated case; both the exaggerated extension of the arm and the arm as 

severed feature in quite a few of the drawings and etchings Williams did in London.  
32Hart, Infinite Horizons, 77. 
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ÌßÈÔ×ÓÌȮɯÞÈÚɯØÜÐÛÌɯÌß×ÓÐÊÐÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÐÚȮɯÊÓÈÐÔÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÏÌɯÒÌàɯÛÖɯOval landscape is the 

ÊÏÖ××ÌËɯÛÙÌÌɯÍÖÊÜÚÌËɯÚÖɯÚÏÈÙ×ÓàɯÑÜÚÛɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯÓÐÕÌȭɀ33 Ursula Hoff also saw 

ÐÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÈàȮɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÚɯȿ×ÈÐÕÛÌËɯÐÕɯÈɯÚÖÔÉÙÌɯÔÖÖËȮɯÈÚɯÐÍɯÐÛɯÞÌÙÌɯÈɯËÐÙÎe 

ÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÓÓÌÕɯÛÙÌÌɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÐÌÚɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÖ×ȭɀ34  

 

 
 

Figure 4 Fred Williams, Oval Landscape (1965-66) 

oil on canvas, 157.5 x 90 cm. â Estate of Fred Williams 

 

 Building on McCaughey and Hoff, Hart is no doubt hoping to intensify the  

felt pain of this lament through the amplification given to the chopped tree now seen 

as an axe. Even more however, there is also the suggestion that the seeing of the axe 

ÐÚɯÕÖÞɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÙÌÈËɯÈÚɯÈÕɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÚàÔÉÖÓɯÖÙɯÈÓÓÌÎÖÙÐÊÈÓɯÚÐÎÕɯÖÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ×ÈÙÛȭɯNot 

ÞÐÚÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÕÌÊÌÚÚÈÙÐÓàɯËÌÊÐËÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÌßÛÌÕÛɯÛÖɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÈÕɯÐÔ×ÖÚÌËɯ

one or not, I think the axe can be seen as an allegorical sign, even if taken as an 

 
33Patrick McCaughey, Fred Williams, Sydney and London: Bay Books, 1980, 178. 
34Ursula Hoff , John BrackɭFred Williams, Albert Hall, Canberra, 1ɬ13 August, 1967, 

unpaginated brochure.  



Keith Broadfoot            The blot on the landscape: Fred Williams and 

Australian art history 

 

14 

 

ÜÕÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÖÕÌȮɯÐÍɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯÈÚɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛÐÕÎɯÉÈÊÒɯÖÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ

the painting. Consider for example how Hart draws our attention not just to the axe 

ÉÜÛɯÈÓÚÖɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÈßÌɀÚɯ×ÓÈÊÌÔÌÕÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÉÌÓÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯÓÐÕÌȮɯÐÕɯÍÈÊÛɯÐÕɯÓÐÕÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÛȮɯÚÖɯ

that it is doubling or repeating it. A further exchange is thus suggested, implicit  also 

ÐÕɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɀÚɯÞÖÙËÐÕÎȮɯÞÏÌÕɯÏÌɯËÙÈÞÚɯÖÜÙɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÖ××ÌËɯÛÙÌÌɯÉàɯ

noting how it is, to re -ØÜÖÛÌɯÏÐÚɯ×ÏÙÈÚÌɯÕÖÞɯÞÐÛÏɯÈËËÌËɯÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐÚȮɯȿfocused so sharply 

ÑÜÚÛɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯÓÐÕÌɀȭɯ3ÏÌɯËÖÜÉÓÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÌÌɤÈßÌɯȹÖÙɯÛÙÌÌɯȿÚÓÈÚÏɀɯÈßÌȺɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌ 

horizon line is to suggest that the horizon line itself is also a kind of cutting: that the 

framing or presentation of a scene is dependent on a process of cutting similar to tree 

felling ɬ and that tree felling here is itself echoing the initial cutting that the framing 

of a view necessarily implies.  

 In the Chopped trees series of works with which the  Oval landscape is associated, 

there are many dead or burnt gum trees lying flat, visually rhyming with the horizon 

line. This occurs equally in the Upwey landscape series that just precedes these works, 

where the horizontal black marks of the dead trees are sometimes indistinguishable 

ÍÙÖÔɯÞÏÈÛɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÈÓÚÖɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÌÓÚÌÞÏÌÙÌɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯȿÙÈáÖÙɀÚɯÌËÎÌɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯ

line in that series.35 In the Upwey landscape paintings, with the vertical trees depicted 

as caught between the sky and the ground, the perception of the trees as cut by the 

ȿÙÈáÖÙɀÚɯÌËÎÌɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÙÐáÖÕɯÓÐÕÌɯÐÚɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯ×ÙÖÕÖÜÕÊÌËȭɯHowever this cut is only 

itself repeating another eccentricity  ÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÈÚɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÐÛÚɯ

defining characteristics: spread across the canvases there is the proliferation of the 

isolated foliage ɬ ÛÏÌɯȿÏÌÈËɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÔɯÛÙÌÌɯɬ that hovers in an indeterminate space 

above the ground, that is to say cut from any connection to a tree. With Williams it is 

thus as though the gum tree as the defining trait of the landscape ɬ the Australian - is 

only there in its dispersion, in its separation from itself. Turning back then to Oval 

landscape, with the dislodged  and cut gum trees floating above the horizon line, as 

much as Williams could be searching for a spiritual release, a redemption, suggested 

by the movement towards a lighter tone and hence more refined essence in the upper 

portion of the canvas, it is equally that the remains of the gum trees are suspended in 

a non-place, nowhere, as though a final resting place cannot be found.  

$ÕÏÈÕÊÐÕÎɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯËÐÚ×ÓÈÊÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯËÐÚ×ÌÙÚÈÓȮɯ'ÈÙÛɀÚɯÙÌÊÖÎÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

axe also gives a certain surreal edge to its appearance, evident in the way that the 

cleared space around the axe makes it stand out so that it is both strangely exposed 

and oddly out of place. This is an effect intensified by the impossibility of attributing 

any sense of scale to the axe, as any normal expectations are inverted insofar as its 

placement next to the horizon line would suggest its distance from the viewer, 

whereas as its actual, depicted size certainly implies the opposite. There is thus no 

ÞÈàɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÊÖÏÌÙÌÕÛÓàɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯȿÐÕɀɯÛÏÌɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙe.  

 Intriguingly, Hart pairs her discussion of Oval landscape with a painting done 

in the same year, Circle landscapeȮɯÈÕËɯÙÌÓÈÛÌÚɯÉÖÛÏɯÛÖɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕȮɯÕÖÛÌËɯÐÕɯ

ÏÐÚɯËÐÈÙàɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌȮɯÖÍɯÊÓÈÙÐÍàÐÕÎɯȿÏÐÚɯÐÔÈÎÌÚɯÉàɯÊÜÛÛÐÕÎɯÖÜÛɯÚÏÈ×ÌÚɯÈÕËɯÙÌÈ××ÓàÐÕÎ 

ÛÏÌÔȭɀ36 It is unclear how exactly Williams would have gone about this, but Hart 

ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯÈÕàɯÌÝÌÕÛɯÏÐÚɯÈÐÔɯÞÈÚɯÈÓÛÌÙÕÈÛÐÝÌÓàɯÔÌÛɯÞÏÌÕɯÏÌɯÈ××ÓÐÌËɯȿÎÌÖÔÌÛÙÐÊɯ

 
35McCaughey, Fred Williams, 168.  
36Hart, Infinite Horizons, 76. 
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ËÌÝÐÊÌÚɀɯÛÖɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÙÈÔÐÕÎɯÖÝÈÓɯÈÕËɯÊÐÙÊÓÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÐÕɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÛÏÌÔÚÌÓÝÌÚɯÛÏÌɯ

cut-out shapes.37 It could be equally proposed, however, that the cleared space 

around the axe is effectively a cut-out in the sense that it does not quite fit in with its 

surroundings.  

3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯàÌÛɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÞÈàɯÛÖɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÉÌÏÐÕËɯÛÏÌɯÊÜt-

out: by relating it to the importance of etching and engraving to his work. The Oval 

landscape painting was, as was the case with other decisive works for Williams, a 

development from an etching. Prior to the painting Williams had worked through 

five states of the Oval landscape as an etching. Crucially, this was an etching in which 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÜÚÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÎÈÙÓÐÍÛɯÈØÜÈÛÐÕÛɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚȮɯÈɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÜÚÏÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ

a sugar solution directly onto the plate. There are a number of stages to the process 

oÍɯÌÛÊÏÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯÚÜÎÈÙÓÐÍÛɯÈØÜÈÛÐÕÛȯɯÍÐÙÚÛÓàɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÜÚÏÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿÚÏÈ×ÌÚɀɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ

sugar solution, then the covering of the whole plate with an acid resistant varnish, 

then the placement of the plate in hot water so that where the sugar solution lies 

underneath the surface it dissolves and cracks through ɬ that is to say, splits open ɬ 

the surface. There is then the subjecting of these newly exposed areas to the acid 

which bites into them, and finally the inking and pressing of the print itself. From 

one stage to the next it is as though a shape is alternately there and not there, or as 

though what is there gets concealed to later return, to rise again to the surface. The 

relationship between the process itself and the subject matter ɬ whether that be the 

ȿËÐÙÎÌɀɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÔɯÛÙÌÌɯÈÚɯ4ÙÚÜÓÈɯ'ÖÍÍɯÚÈÐËȮɯÖÙɯÞÏÈÛɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÌßÛÌÕËÌËɯÛÖɯÈɯÔÖÙÌɯ

generalised mourning for the passing of an Australian landscape tradition, insofar as 

the gum tree could stand in for that tradition ɬ is a fascinating one.  

(Õɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯƕƝƚ5 interview with Hazel de Berg, in the very year in which he 

was working on the Oval portrait, he commented on the importance of not just 

ÌÛÊÏÐÕÎɯÉÜÛɯÈÓÚÖɯÔÖÙÌɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÚÜÎÈÙɯÈØÜÈÛÐÕÛɯÛÖɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒȭɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛÌËȯɯȿ(ɯ

ÛÏÐÕÒɯ(ɀÝÌɯÏÈËɯÈɯ×ÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÔy etching for sugar aquatint, which means I can put 

an organic shape on the plate or on the print, and this helps me with the landscape, 

×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÞÐÛÏɯÔàɯÐËÌÈÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÌÌÚȮɯÚÖɯ(ɯÞÖÙÒɯËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÌÛÊÏÐÕÎÚȭɀ38 One of 

the key attractions for William ÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÚɯÐËÌÈɯÖÍɯÈÕɯȿÖÙÎÈÕÐÊɯÚÏÈ×ÌɀɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ

the shape would arise all by itself, independent of his control. It was as if, to refer 

back to McLean on Glover, the work was composing itself, with Williams proceeding 

as if blind.  

 Although Willia ms himself set a chemical reaction in process, that process 

was to have an uncanny life and direction of its own once it was in motion. In this 

respect, it is quite important to understand that it was not just an organic shape or 

process that was involved but equally an inorganic one, in the sense of being at the 

same time opposed to the natural or the human. With the outlining of the shape 

ÛÈÒÌÕɯÖÜÛÚÐËÌɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯËÐÙÌÊÛɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓȮɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÚÛÙÈÕÎÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÏÈ×ÌȮɯ

that is, the tree, which is also to say the Australian landscape, to the movement of 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÏÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÈÚɯËÌÊÐÚÐÝÌȭɯ(ÛɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÌ×ÈÙÈÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯËÐÚÛÈÕÊÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ

Williams from his own act of inscription, along with the paradox of the repetitive, 

 
37Hart, Infinite Horizons, 76. 
38Fred Williams interviewed by Hazel de Berg, Hazel de Berg collection, National Library of 

Australia, interview conducted 8 December, 1965. 
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machine-like nature of the printing proces s which at the same time unleashed an 

animating spirit, that was so compelling for him. The shape that emerged, which 

again it is necessary to understand as equivalent to the idea of the Australian 

landscape for Williams, was strangely formless, as much alien as organic, with its 

lack of definition making it like some kind of continuously morphing horror film 

ȿ3ÏÐÕÎɀȮɯÖÙɯÚÊÐÌÕÊÌɯÍÐÊÛÐÖÕ-like viral contagion.  

 Consequently you could also think of this amorphous figure as a shape that 

never settles, or that it is a shape that arises from an unsettling principle within it, so 

that its formless nature is the result of its lack of a place. This is a thought that also 

ÌÔÌÙÎÌÚɯÞÏÌÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕÚɯÏÐÚɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯȿËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

ÌÛÊÏÐÕÎÚɀɯÛÖɯÔÌÈÕɯÛÏÈÛɯȿ(ɯÊÈÕɯÙÌÍÌÙɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌÛÊÏÐÕÎÚɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯ

ÈÙÌɯÖÍɯÈÕàɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯÚ×ÖÛɀȭ39 This is an idea that Williams would develop in later 

interviews, speaking of how you could see the Australian landscape as the same all 

over if you looked  ÈÛɯÐÛɯÖÙɯ×ÈÐÕÛÌËɯÐÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÛÚɯȿÚÒÐÕɯÖÍÍɀȭ40 Although this phrase ɬ how 

Williams is painting the landscape with the skin off ɬ has often been repeated by 

many commentators, it has not been realised how intimately this seeing of the 

landscape with the skin of f was related to his working process. For example, how 

looking at his etchings in process and seeing the sugar aquatint break through to the 

surface is like the breaking of a skin, or how the acid as it eats away an exposed 

surface registers this sense of removing or cutting through a surface covering.  

(ÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÍÙÖÔɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÌÛÊÏÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯOval landscape to the 

painting of the Oval landscape, the sense of the destabilisation of the surface that was 

part of the etching and printing process is tr ansferred to the painting as well. 

Without actually thinking of the etching process from which the painting itself was 

ËÌÙÐÝÌËȮɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÞÖÕËÌÙÍÜÓÓàɯÊÈ×ÛÜÙÌÚɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÕɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯȿ×ÈÙÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÍÓÖÞɯÐÕÛÖɯÌÈÊÏɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÚÓÖÞɯÛÐËÈÓɯÚÜÙÎÌɀȭɯ6ÐÛh this, he says, the painting 

ÎÐÝÌÚɯÙÌÐÎÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÚÌÌÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÕËɯÚÜÙÎÐÕÎÚɀɯÖÍɯȿ×ÌÕÛ-Ü×ɯÍÖÙÊÌÚȭɀ41 Thus, despite the 

extraordinary flatness to the work, it is as though any form that momentarily 

appears on the surface is there only just before being sucked back into an archaic 

formlessness, with perhaps a fragment of the form to appear again elsewhere as a 

distant reminder, or maybe it is just forever to be dragged under into oblivion. With 

this coming in and going out of a tidal surge, McCaughey effectively c onveys both 

the importance of a sense of repetition in the work and also how an image is created 

ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÈɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛɯÜÕÚÌÛÛÓÐÕÎȭɯ3ÏÌɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿ×ÌÕÛ-Ü×ɯÍÖÙÊÌÚɀɯÌØÜÈÓÓàɯÈËËÚɯÛÏÌɯ

idea of repression, and the uncertainty of whether the repetition that is th e cause of 

the painting would then be working to contain what is repressed or alternatively 

operating as a means to release and open up the work to what lies underneath.  

3ÏÐÚɯËÌÎÙÌÌɯÖÍɯÈÔÉÐÎÜÐÛàɯÐÕɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɀÚɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÈÊÊÌÕÛÜÈÛÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯ

that exactÓàɯÞÏÈÛɯÓÐÌÚɯÉÌÏÐÕËɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÚÚÜÙÌɯÖÍɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌÚÌɯȿÚÌÌÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÈÕËɯÚÜÙÎÐÕÎÚɀɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯ

said. It is evident though that it is of some larger historical significance as 

,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯȿÞÖÙÒɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÖÕÌȮɯÉÖÛÏɯÍÖÙɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÈÕËɯÍÖÙɯ

 
39Fred Williams interview, Hazel de Berg collection.  
40Fred Williams interviewed by Alan Oldfield on 12 August 1981 for Australian Eye, series 5, 

Film Australia, National Library of Australia.  
41McCaughey, Fred Williams, 178. 
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Australian landsca×Ìɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎȭɀ42,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÍÌÞɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚɯÖÍɯ

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÔÈÛÜÙÐÛàɯÊÈÕɯÔÈÛÊÏɯÐÛÚɯÉÓÌÈÒÕÌÚÚȭɀɯ3ÏÐÚɯÔÈÒÌÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓȮɯ

ÏÌɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚȮɯȿÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÈɯÚÐÕÎÜÓÈÙÐÛàɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÔÈÛÜÙÌɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɀȮɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ

not that it would exist outside ÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÈÕËɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÌßÊÓÜËÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÔÈÐÕɯ

body of work. On the contrary, for McCaughey, its singularity makes its central, 

offering access to what is usually hidden or covered over in other work. With this 

×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎȮɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÞÙÐÛÌÚȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯȿÏÈd taken his art to new level of 

expressiveness and, for him, explicitness. He had shown his world was less neutral, 

less aesthetic, and that equally it did not submit to easy characterization or succumb 

to bogus heroic metaphors. The grimness of this work signalled a new profundity in 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÈÙÛɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÓÈÕËÚÊÈ×Ìɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎȭɀ43  

 

The anti -heroic landscape: a new profundity?  
 

This new profundity, though, is perhaps not as new as McCaughey suggests, or at 

least its newness must be understood in relÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÙÌ×ÌÛÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÚÛȭɯ

(ÕËÌÌËȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÐÕɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÊÈÙÌÌÙɯ

the newness of Oval landscape ÕÌÌËÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯØÜÈÓÐÍÐÌËȭɯ%ÖÙɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ

break-through moment in re -seeing the Australian landÚÊÈ×ÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÞÖÙÒɯȿÛÏÈÛɯ

represents the turning-×ÖÐÕÛɯÍÙÖÔɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÌÈÙÓàɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÖɯÏÐÚɯÔÈÛÜÙÐÛàɀȮɯÞÌÙÌɯ

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚȮɯÎÖÜÈÊÏÌÚɯÈÕËɯÌÛÊÏÐÕÎÚɯÖÍɯƕƝƚƕɬ62 that he classifies as the 

ȿ%ÖÙÌÚÛɯ2ÌÙÐÌÚɀȭɯ3ÏÌɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÑÜÕÊÛÜÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÈÓÙÌÈËà referred to as 

ȿÈÌÚÛÏÌÛÐÊÈÓÓàɯÎÙÐÔɀȭ44 Further, McCaughey establishes a crucial connection between 

Williams and earlier Australian landscape painting that he really only mentions in 

passing, neglecting to develop the consequences of his observation. Referencing 

,ÈÙÊÜÚɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɯÐÕɯ!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯƕƝƛƙɯÊÖÓÓÌÊÛÐÖÕȮɯDocuments on Art and Taste in 

Australia: The Colonial Period 1770ɬ1914, ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÞÙÐÛÌÚɯÖÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÉÙÌÈÒ-

ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÞÖÙÒÚȯɯȿ2ÜÕÓÌÚÚɯÈÕËɯÈÐÙÓÌÚÚȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÍÙÈÔÌɯÊÜÛÛÐÕÎɯÖÍÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÙÖÜÕËɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯ

the sky, they are painted throughout in the most muted chiaroscuro, and achieve an 

Ö××ÙÌÚÚÐÝÌɯØÜÈÓÐÛàȮɯÏÈÜÕÛÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯɁÛÏÌɯÞÌÐÙËɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏɂȭɀ45 

6ÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯȿ%ÖÙÌÚÛɯ2ÌÙÐÌÚɀȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÔÈËÌɯÛÏÌɯËÙÈÔÈÛÐÊɯÔÖÝÌɯÖÍɯÙÌÕËÌÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ

bush, as McCaughey suggests, iÕɯȿÊÓÖÚÌ-Ü×ɀȯɯȿ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÕÖÞɯÛÜÙÕÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

extensive landscape to concentrate on the single image: the bush seen close-up: not a 

ÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯÐÛɯÉÜÛɯÍÌÓÛȮɯÚÌÌÕȮɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌËɯÐÔÔÌËÐÈÛÌÓàɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÛÖÛÈÓÐÛàȭɀ46 Zooming in close, 

ÍÌÌÓÐÕÎȮɯÛÖɯÙÌÊÈÓÓɯÂÐŉÌÒɀÚɯÞÖÙËÚȮɯÛÏÌɯȿ×ÙÖßÐÔÐÛàɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏȮɯÖÙɯȿÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÐÕÎ-into -

ÝÐÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÖÖɯÊÓÖÚÌɯÛÖɯÜÚɀɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏȮɯÞÏÈÛɯÞÌɯÚÌÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÓÈÕËÚÊÈ×Ìɯ

cannot be clearly described or delineated, for it is no longer, and this marks for 

 
42McCaughey, Fred Williams, 178. 
43McCaughey, Fred Williams, 178. 
44McCaughey, Fred Williams, 143 
45McCaughey, Fred Williams, 143. Although McCaughey footnotes the Marcus Clarke quote ɬ 

ȿÛÏÌɯÞÌÐÙËɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏɀɯɬ ÈÚɯÊÖÔÐÕÎɯÍÙÖÔɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯȿ6ÈÛÌÙ×ÖÖÓɯ-ÌÈÙɯ"ÖÓÌÙÈÐÕÌɀ in 

Bernard 2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯDocuments on Art and Taste in Australia, Clarke does not use this phrase in 

this essay. 3ÏÐÚɯÈËËÚɯÛÖɯÔàɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯÕÌÞɯÐÕÛÙÌ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ

McCaughey is responding to. 
46McCaughey, Fred Williams, 139. 
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McCaughey the key significance of this serieÚɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÚÌØÜÌÕÛÓàɯÍÖÙɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯ

ÈÚɯÈɯÞÏÖÓÌȮɯÈɯȿÝÐÌÞɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏȭɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɯÕÖÛÌÚɯÏÖÞɯÉàɯÔÖÝÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÖÕɯÛÏÐÕɯÚÈ×ÓÐÕÎɯ

ÛÙÜÕÒÚɯÛÏÌɯÝÐÌÞÌÙɯÐÚɯÉÙÖÜÎÏÛɯÜ×ɯÏÈÙËɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÞÖÙÒÚȯɯȿ3ÏÌɯÜÕÐÛàɯ

of the paintings, taken at a glance, makes for their remarkable quality. Here the 

manifold possibilities, shapes, forms and changing light of the bush, are held as a 

constant single image altering and varying as the saplings move the eye back and 

ÍÖÙÛÏɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÌÕÌÛÙÈÉÓÌɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌȭɀ47  

Although McCaughe y would wish to interpret this impenetrable surface in 

ÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚÍÜÓɯÊÖ-opting of the high modernist ideal of flatness ɬ in 

turn allowing Williams to soon progress with confidence from these preparatory 

ȿÊÓÖÚÌ-Ü×ÚɀɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌɯÞÖÙÒȮɯȿɁÛÏÌɯÉÐÎɯÊÈÕÝÈÚɂȮɯÌØÜÈÓɯÐÕɯÚÊÈÓÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÈÉÚÛÙÈÊÛ-

Ìß×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕÐÚÛɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎÚɯÛÏÌÕɯÉÌÐÕÎɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËɯÐÕɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈɀɯɬ the impenetrable, which 

is to say the blindness of this surface, can be read in another way.48 If by zooming in, 

or with the completion of a kind of tracking shot, the ghostly, haunting quality of the 

ÉÜÚÏɯÙÌÛÜÙÕÚȮɯÛÏÌÕɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÏÖÓÌɯÌÕËÌÈÝÖÜÙɯÊÖÜÓËɯÐÕËÌÌËɯÉÌɯÊÈ×ÛÜÙÌËɯÉàɯ

ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÓÖÚÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÖÕɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯȿÉÈÊÒÎÙÖÜÕËɯÏÐÓÓÚɀɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÈÒÌÚɯ×ÓÈÊÌȮɯÈÕËɯ

thus that it is by means of the shift in rÌÎÐÚÛÌÙɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÊÓÖÚÌ-Ü×ɀɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɯÔÈÒÌÚɯ

×ÈÓ×ÈÉÓÌȮɯÛÖɯØÜÖÛÌɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɯÈÎÈÐÕȮɯÛÏÌɯȿÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɯÚÖÓÐÛÜËÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÖËÌËɯÙÈÕÎÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÍÙÈÔÌɀɯ&ÓÖÝÌÙɀÚɯÚÊÌÕÌÚȭ 

3ÖɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ɯÛÏÐÚɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÏÈÛɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàɀÚɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯ

ÛÖɯ,ÈÙÊÜÚɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯȿÞÌÐÙËɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɀɯÏÌÙÌɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚȮɯÐÛɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÌØÜÈÓÓàɯÉÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯ

ÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÛÖɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɯÈÓÚÖɯÐÔ×ÓÐÊÐÛÓàɯÊÈÙÙÐÌÚɯÈɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÛÖɯ!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯ

×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯÐËÌÈÚɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯDocuments on Art and Taste in Australia (1975). 

3ÏÌɯÐÕÛÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚ two pieces of writing that Smith included in his 

ÊÖÓÓÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÈÕÕÖÜÕÊÌËɯÈɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÐÕÎɯÙÌÍÖÙÔÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ

the history of Australian art, one eventually given more coherent and developed 

form in his 1980 Boyer Lecture series, The Spectre of Truganiniȭɯ(Õɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯƕƝƚƖɯ

Australian Painting, 1788ɬ1960, his elevation of the Heidelberg School, how he begins 

the chapter ɬ ÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛÓàɯÛÐÛÓÌËɯȿ&ÌÕÌÚÐÚɀɯɬ on its formation with the claim that 

ÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯȿƕƜƜƙɯÈÕËɯƕƜƝƔɯÈɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÝÌɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÚ×ÙÈÕÎɯÐÕÛÖɯÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌɀȮɯÞÈÚ 

×ÈÐÙÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÔÐÚÚÈÓɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÊÈÔÌɯÉÌÍÖÙÌȮɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯ,ÈÙÊÜÚɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯ

reading of the landscape, as far too subsumed by European convention.49 However, 

this situation was subsequently reversed by Smith in his 1975 introduction to Clarke. 

Whereas in the 1962 Australian Painting, 1788ɬ1960 2ÔÐÛÏɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌÓÐÛÛÓÌɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯ

melancholy as the product of a nostalgia for a distant Europe, in the later Documents 

"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯÚÛÈÛÜÙÌɯÞÈÚɯËÙÈÔÈÛÐÊÈÓÓàɯÊÏÈÕÎÌËɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌÕɯȿ"Óarke more than 

anyone who first began to experience what it was to be an Australian; to internalize 

for himself and the new men of his adopted country a dark vision of Australian 

nature which contained in its kernel the pain and guilt of the colonial exper ÐÌÕÊÌȭɀ50 

In The Spectre of Truganini Smith elaborates on the fact that there was a previous 

 
47McCaughey, Fred Williams, 143. 
48McCaughey, Fred Williams, 145. 
49Bernard Smith, Australian Painting, 1788-1960, London: Oxford University Press, 1962, 71. 
50!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ2ÔÐÛÏȮɯȿ'ÈÙËÚÏÐ×ɯÈÕËɯ6ÌÐÙËɯ,ÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɀȮɯÐÕɯ!ÌÙÕÈÙËɯ2ÔÐÛÏȮɯÌËȭȮɯDocuments on Art 

and Taste in Australia, 1770ɬ1914, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1975, 129. 
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ÔÐÚÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌȮɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÏÖÞɯȿÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÈÕÚɀɯȹÈÔÖÕÎÚÛɯÞÏÐÊÏȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ

ÏÌɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÚÈàȮɯÏÌɯÔÜÚÛɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌɯÏÐÔÚÌÓÍȺɯÔÐÚÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯÛÏÌɯÞÏÐÛÌɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÙÚɀɯÛÌÕËÌÕÊy 

ȿÛÖɯ×ÌÙÊÌÐÝÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏɯÈÚɯÔÖÜÙÕÍÜÓɯÈÕËɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓÐÊɀȭɯ3ÖɯÊÖÙÙÌÊÛɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

melancholy as simple nostalgia, he poses a question: 

 

6ÏÌÕɯ,ÈÙÊÜÚɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɯÞÙÐÛÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÛÏÌɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÍÖÙÌÚÛÚɯÈÙÌɯÍÜÕÌÙÌÈÓȮɯÚÌÊÙÌÛȮɯ

stern. They seem to stifle in their blÈÊÒɯÎÖÙÎÌÚɯÈɯÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯÚÜÓÓÌÕɯËÌÚ×ÈÐÙɂɯÞÌɯ

might ask ourselves whether it is the black gorges or guilty colonial hearts 

that sought to stifle the story of despair, projecting their fear and guilt upon 

nature itself.51 

 

On reading this one can realise that the connection made by McCaughey but without 

anything actually being said, is that it is indeed remarkable to think how Marcus 

"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿÛÏÌɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÍÖÙÌÚÛÚɀɯÊÖÜÓËɯÐÛÚÌÓÍɯÉÌɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÐÕÎɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ

break-ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯȿ%ÖÙÌÚÛɯ2ÌÙÐÌÚɀȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÊÖÜÓËɯÐÕɯitself explain much. First, the dramatic 

ÌÓÐÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÍÐÎÜÙÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÏÐÚɯÙÌÛÜÙÕɯÛÖɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈȭ52 The 

silence and solitude that Clarke attributed to the bush would work against the 

inclusion of figures, since the presence of figures or even a figure would imply the 

possibility of communication. With the zooming in on the saplings such that, as 

McCaughey notes, the frame cuts the sky and ground, the saplings become marks 

that are barriers to sight, delimiting a zone in which sight no longe r seems possible 

or able to offer a way ahead. In this respect, they could thus equally be functioning to 

ȿÚÛÐÍÓÌɀɯÛÏÌɯȿÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯÚÜÓÓÌÕɯËÌÚ×ÈÐÙɀȮɯÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏɯÚÜÍÍÖÊÈÛÐÕÎȮɯÖÙɯÈÚɯ(ɯÏÈÝÌɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯ

ØÜÖÛÌËɯ,Ê"ÈÜÎÏÌàȮɯȿÈÐÙÓÌÚÚɀȭɯ2ÌÊÖÕËȮɯÐÕɯÙÌÛÜÙÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÙÌ-see the Australian landscape 

after his time abroad Williams was no doubt re -seeing the landscape through the 

eyes of the Australian art history in which he was formed. If we consider Bernard 

2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯƕƝƚƖɯAustralian Painting, 1788ɬ1960, as representative of the accepted 

ÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÙÌÛÜÙÕȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÐÛɯ

is evident that despite the qualifications that Smith introduces, the origin of 

 ÜÚÛÙÈÓÐÈÕɯÈÙÛȮɯÐÛÚɯȿ&ÌÕÌÚÐÚɀȮɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÌËɯÛÏÌɯ'ÌÐËÌÓÉÌÙÎɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓȭɯ3ÏÜÚɯÍÖÙɯ6ÐÓÓÐams to so 

ÉÖÓËÓàɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯȿ×ÈÐÕÛɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÔɯÛÙÌÌɀȮɯÐÛɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯ

ÞÈÚɯÈÉÖÝÌɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ'ÌÐËÌÓÉÌÙÎɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓɀÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÌÕÛÙÌÕÊÏÌËɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÔɯ

tree that Williams was re -figuring, effecting a re -seeing of the history of Australian 

ÈÙÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÌÊÌËÌËɯ2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÙÌ-seeing of the beginnings of Australian art.  

If, prior to the Heidelberg School, there was much in evidence Marcus 

"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯȿÞÌÐÙËɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÚÏȮɯÛÏÐÚɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàɯÈÓÓɯÉÜÛɯÚÌÌÔÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÌÙÈÚÌËɯ

in the sunny disposition, good health and companionship displayed in the works of 

the impressionists. However such surface effects belie the true condition. As McLean, 

in  following Bernard Smith has argued, if for Marcus Clarke the maligned and 

twisted forms of the gum trees were the markers of an Aboriginal past, constituting 

 
51Smith, Spectre of Truganini, 21. 
52In his i nterview with James Gleeson Williams comments on how he could never explain 

why this should occur, it striking him as always extremely odd as before this he was only 

ÙÌÈÓÓàɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÌËɯÐÕɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÍÐÎÜÙÌÚȭɯȿ(ÕÛÌÙÝÐÌÞɯÞÐÛÏɯ%ÙÌËɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀȮɯ)ÈÔÌÚɯ&ÓÌÌÚÖÕɯ.ÙÈÓɯ

History Interviews, National Gallery of Australia, recorded on 3 October, 1978.  
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ÞÏÈÛɯ"ÓÈÙÒÌɯÙÌÍÌÙÙÌËɯÛÖɯÈÚɯȿÍÐÛɯÌÔÉÓÌÔÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌ×ÈÙÛÌËɯÎÙÈÕËÌÜÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÐÓËÌÙÕÌÚÚɀɯ

ÈÕËɯÔÖÕÜÔÌÕÛÚɯȿÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÓÖÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÈÛɯÉÈÙÉÈÙÐÊɯÌÔ×ÐÙÌɀȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÍÖÙÎÖÛÛÌÕɯ

by the impressionists so much as repressed. Repeating Smith in The Spectre of 

TruganiniȮɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ%ÙÌÜËȮɯȿÞÏÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÔÖÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯ

formative experiences appear to disappear, they have not been erased but repressed 

in the unconscious, from where they are articu lated in art, wit and dreaming through 

ÔÌÊÏÈÕÐÚÔÚɯÖÍɯËÐÚ×ÓÈÊÌÔÌÕÛȮɯÙÌÝÌÙÚÈÓɯÈÕËɯÐÕËÐÙÌÊÛɯÌß×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕȭɀ53 Thus, McLean 

ÙÌÈÚÖÕÚȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÐÍɯÐÕɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÖÍɯȿ"ÓÈÙÒÌɀÚɯÎÏÖÚÛÓàɯÎÜÔÚȮɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕÐÚÛÚɯËÌ×ÐÊÛɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯ

slender young saplings, or old trees triumphantly fell ed like trophies on the ground 

ɬ ÈÚɯÐÕɯ2ÛÙÌÌÛÖÕɀÚɯ3ÏÌɯÚÌÓÌÊÛÖÙɀÚɯÏÜÛȯɯ6ÏÌÓÈÕɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÎ ȹƕƜƝƔȺɯÈÕËɯ"ÖÕËÖÙɀÚɯUnder a 

southern sky ȹƕƜƝƔȺɀɯɬ ÛÏÌÕɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÈ×ÓÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯȿÕÈÛÐÝÌɯÛÙÌÌÚȮɯÚàÔÉÖÓÚɯ

of the new nation that bear the imprint of a r Ì×ÙÌÚÚÌËɯ ÉÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓÐÛàȭɀ54 Following this 

initial symbolism,  

 

it did not take long for the saplings to grow into monumental emblems of a 

new nation. Indeed, between 1890 and 1910 these gums grew with their 

characteristic rapidity into what [Ian] Burn called  ÛÏÌɯȿÙÌÎÈÓɯÎÜÔ-ÛÙÌÌɀɯÖÍɯ

Hans Heysen ɬ ÈÕɯȿÈÕÛÏÙÖ×ÖÔÖÙ×ÏÐÊɀɯÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿÎÐÈÕÛɯÎÜÔɯÛÙÌÌÚɯÍÙÖáÌÕɯÐÕɯ

self-ÊÖÕÚÊÐÖÜÚɯÔÌÓÖËÙÈÔÈÛÐÊɯ×ÖÚÌÚɀȭ55  

 

Williams can be said to reverse all of this, with his works travelling back through the 

×ÈÚÛɯÛÖɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌȮɯÛÖɯÜÚÌɯ,Ê+ÌÈÕɀs terms, a retracing of history. Thus if the 

impressionists had repressed the melancholy landscape then with Williams it returns. 

In the Oval landscape as in the Chopped tree series it is indeed the Australian 

ÐÔ×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕÐÚÛɀÚɯȿÚàÔÉÖÓɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÌÓÓÌËɯÛÙÌÌɯÐÕ combination with the slender young 

sapling that is the focus. Here though, the slender saplings are severely charred and 

stand in forlorn isolation, and any self -satisfied, triumphant figure has been removed. 

"ÖÕÚÌØÜÌÕÛÓàɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÒɀÚɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙȮɯÈÚɯ,Ê"aughey rightly suggested, is the 

failure of the heroic metaphor.  

 

Uncovering the imprint  

 

(ÛɯÞÈÚɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯÉÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚȮɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯ

return to Australia, that the defining marker of the Heidelberg School ɬ the felled 

tree in combination with young saplings ɬ was his focus. In 1957 Williams took the 

opportunity to live on a property in Mittagong owned by a friend of John Brack, and 

would work on clearing the country in the morning and sketching in the afternoon. 

As the owÕÌÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛàɯÞÙÖÛÌɯÛÖɯ!ÙÈÊÒɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌȮɯȿ%ÙÌËËàɯȱɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÔÌɯ

in the morning, throws the crowbar around like a toothpick, oscillates the cross -cut 

saw like a piston and after lunch dashes off with his drawing board and 

ÞÈÛÌÙÊÖÓÖÜÙÚȭɀ56 Reading thiÚȮɯÖÕÌɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÏÌÓ×ɯÞÖÕËÌÙÐÕÎɯÐÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌßÛÌÙÐÛàɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ

 
53McLean, White Aborigines, 60. 
54McLean, White Aborigines, 61. 
55McLean, White Aborigines, 61ɬ2. 
56As quoted in Mollison, A Singular Vision, 36.  
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cross-ÊÜÛɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÝÌÓàɯÊÖÕÍÜÚÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÐÓÐÛàɯÍÖÙɯÚÒÌÛÊÏÐÕÎȮɯ

×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÎÐÝÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÝÌÙàɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÞÈÛÌÙÊÖÓÖÜÙÚɯÈÕËɯÎÖÜÈÊÏÌÚɯÈÙÌɯ

indeed devoted to the sense of isolation and vulnerability facing a stand of young 

saplings within a more expansive, cleared setting.  

 

 
 

Figure 5 Fred Williams, Burning log (1957)  

gouache on paper, 62.5 x 44.8cm,  National Gallery of Australia. â Estate of Fred Williams 

 

 In a work such as Burning log (1957, gouache on paper) it is in following the 

drift of smoke from the burning log in the foreground to its dispersion amongst the 

saplings in the background that one senses how the fate of these young trees is 

already sealed. Indeed an odd spectral effect is created with the trees, achieved 

through the combining of fragile, already completely blackened saplings, with ones  
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Figure 6 Fred Williams, Saplings Mittagong (1958) gouache, watercolour on paper, 52.9 x 37.2 cm,  

National Gallery of Australia. â Estate of Fred Williams 

 

 

that are rendered with pale, barely -there washes. Also in a work such as Saplings, 

Mittagong, (1958, gouache, watercolour on paper) Williams is exploring the 

relationship  between the odd, dislocated fragments and shapes that we see in the 

cleared country shown both in the foreground and background, and the saplings in 

the middle ground that almost seem as though they are huddling together in 

desperation to find some protection and comfort. While this touches on an 

ÐÔ×ÌÕËÐÕÎɯÔÌÓÈÕÊÏÖÓàȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀÚɯÕÌßÛɯÚÛÌ×ɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯËÌÊÐÚÐÝÌɯÖÕÌȮɯÖÕÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯ

crucially undertakes via etching.  


