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Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Grid study) 1 June 2000 / Watercolour
on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

GORDON BENNETT
I find I am being drawn into not wanting to be
labelled as an ‘Aboriginal artist’ making
‘Aboriginal art’. They are narrow categories
fraught with much stereotyping, even hype, and
I find myself . . . stating ‘I am an artist who is
Aboriginal’ as a turn-around strategy . . . It is a
dilem[m]a, one of many I face because of my
position — perceived to be between two cultures
of very different kinds but feeling I belong to
neither anymore — an outsider . . .
Gordon Bennett, letter to Nadine Amadio, 28 January 1992

. . . appropriation and citation, sampling and
remixing are an integral part [of my work], as
are attempts to communicate a basic underlying
humanity to the perception of ‘blackness’ . . .
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Nuance) (detail) 1992 / Photographs and
synthetic polymer paint on foam core panels / Private collection / © The Estate of Gordon
Bennett

Gordon Bennett, letter to Jean-Michel Basquiat, 29 April 1998

JOHN CITIZEN
John Citizen is an abstraction of the Australian
‘Mr Average’, the Australian ‘everyman’. John
Citizen is a work in progress that allows me to
follow other streams of thought in my practice.
He serves as a counterpoint to Gordon Bennett,
his ‘Other’, and yet we are one and the same . . .
John Citizen lets me take my Australian
citizenship and cultural upbringing back from
the netherworld of the imagined ‘Other’ . . . His
identity must remain fluid. He is in a sense all
things to all people. He can be anything the
viewer wants him to be — white, black or any
shade in between, as is true of Australian
citizens in general in our multicultural country.
Gordon Bennett, interview with Bill Wright, 2007
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Nuance) (detail) 1992 / Photographs and
synthetic polymer paint on foam core panels / Private collection / © The Estate of Gordon
Bennett

‘STRIPE’ PAINTINGS
I found people were always confusing me as a
person with the content of my work. While it is
true that most of my work has been
autobiographical, I’m still separate from it. There
is a conceptual distance involved in the making of
my work. So, the overtly ‘abstract’ work is a way
of distancing myself from the work so people can
see me as separate from it . . .

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Number twelve 2007 / Synthetic polymer paint on linen / The James C. Sourris
AM Collection. Gift of James C. Sourris through the Queensland Art Gallery Foundation 2010. Donated through the
Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program / Collection: QAGOMA / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

The ‘Stripe’ series relates more overtly to what
most audiences think of as abstract art . . .
Basically, what you see is what you get . . .[it] is
about paint on a surface, colour and composition.
Gordon Bennett, interview with Bill Wright, 2007

‘MIRROR’ PAINTINGS
Hence the mirror is a metaphor for an imaginary
liminal space in which . . . anything is possible,
the former boundaries and limits of things
dissolve . . . Bennett put a mirror [rather than a
microscope] to Australia, thus picturing a
narcissistic historiography. For him the reflective
surfaces of the mirror not only upturns [inverts]
the real world of colonialism, but is an icon of
the corrosive threshold between the coloniser
and colonised, a liminal zone where the
discourses of colonialism are exceeded, the past
and future re-negotiated, and history re-written.
Ian McLean, quoted in Kelly Gellatly, ‘Citizen in the making’, 2007

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Mirror (interior/exterior) Volkgeist 1995 / Synthetic
polymer paint on linen / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon
Bennett

THE NINE RICOCHETS
I was interested in the abstract field of
[Jackson] Pollock’s paintings, and how people
continually saw images in there . . . So it was a
field pregnant with possibilities where images
could be brought together . . .
Gordon Bennett, interview with Christopher Chapman, 1995

[The nine ricochets] would seem, by its title, to
be a direct critique of [Imants] Tillers’s most
reproduced painting, The Nine Shots (1985), as if
Bennett means to drawn a moral equivalence
between ‘the appropriation of Aboriginal culture
by white artists such as Tillers’ and ‘the
slaughter of Aborigines by the previous
generation of white settlers.’
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / The nine ricochets (Fall down black fella, Jump up white
fella) 1990 / Oil and synthetic polymer paint on canvas and canvas boards / Private collection / © The
Estate of Gordon Bennett

Ian McLean (quoting Rex Butler), ‘The eternal return of irony’,
2015

WORD LISTS
I am using word lists made from a thesaurus, so
the words are linked by nuances of meaning . . .
This is all non-linear intuitive thought processes
at work here, I guess, which result in paintings.
There is no conclusion reached by the work, just
a process being kept in play. Thoughts, images,
ideas, etc. The text reads something like spoken
word lyrics or poetry. Poetry doesn’t seek
closure on its meaning. I think it seeks to go
beyond the words on the paper into a world of
metaphor, allegory, images and ideas in order to
say ‘something’. So . . . poetry, lyrics,
syncopation (music — a beat — rapping), a
remix. All part of it.
Gordon Bennett, letter to Ian McLean, 4 April 2001
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Notes to Basquiat (studies) 2 1998 / Inkjet and felttip pen on paper / Private collection / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

‘ABSTRACTION’ SERIES
I believe everything to be more or less an
abstraction . . . Words have accumulated
meanings that come from somewhere and are
culturally relative and biased. All this seems
very abstract to me, and is, in a nutshell, what I
mean when I say my work has always been
about abstraction.
Gordon Bennett, interview with Bill Wright, 2007

Drenched in Jean-Michel Basquiat’s graffitistyle graphics, each work [in the ‘Abstraction’
series] contains a word relating to — and often
undercutting — the term ‘citizen’ . . . Bennett
raises issues of nationality, ownership and
dispossession . . . [his] use of faces taken from
the mass media further scrambles the notion of
local community.
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Abstraction (Migrant) 2011 / Synthetic polymer paint on
linen / Taylor Family Collection / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

Sutton Gallery, ‘(Abstraction) Citizen’, 2011

NOTES TO BASQUIAT
The ‘Notes to Basquiat’ series are a kind of
communication to Basquiat, much like this
letter is to you, only pictorial . . .

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Notes to Basquiat: Bird 2001 / Synthetic polymer paint on linen / Collection:
The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

[Pollock] represents a kind of arrival of
modernism to Australia . . . the purchase of Blue
Poles by the Whitlam Government [in 1973], the
controversy generated by its purchase —
emotional tension, fear of change (is it Art?),
even a symbol of a certain ‘coming of age’
culturally . . . The arrival of Blue Poles, the
Whitlam Government, the Aboriginal [T]ent
[E]mbassy, and land rights are all historically
linked. Even if only by the fact of what the
Whitlam Government was doing at the time (and
the response of the Australian people of the
times).
Gordon Bennett, letter to Ian McLean, 4 April 2001

NOTES TO BASQUIAT
I saw the legacy of colonialism rearing its ugly
head with the September 11 attacks. The
perpetrators relate their grievances to hundreds
of years ago . . .[fighting] a guerrilla war as did
Aborigines in days gone by. I sought an
understanding of the attacks, not to condone
them; a sense of historical understanding . . .
Gordon Bennett, quoted in Olivier Krischer, ‘Fields of
disturbance’, 2012

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Notes to Basquiat (Death of irony) 2002 / Synthetic polymer paint on linen /
Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

The painting’s subtitle . . . [refers to the idea
that] 9/11 marked the death of irony or the
death of the postmodern play of differences and
the discursive nature of reality that had
characterized postcolonial critique, and a return
to the hard discourse of Enlightenment . . .
Ian McLean, ‘The eternal return of irony’, 2015

NOTES TO BASQUIAT
The images and text can connect into various
relationships but may just as easily break down .
. . I suppose I aim to confuse, to destabilise and
just as much to connect, but to connect through
a feeling of uncertainty and unstableness . . . A
viewer will invariably recite the text in their
minds. Like poetry, only this is ‘illustrated’ with
images that may serve to multiply the
interpretations possible so as to say ‘something’.
So, I think it’s about associations, something like
poetry or music but with word and image. Even
something like a psychological test in order to
find out more about one’s self, at least an
invitation to think . . .
Gordon Bennett, letter to Ian McLean, 4 April 2001
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Notes to Basquiat: Modernity 1999 / Synthetic polymer paint on linen / Private
collection / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

‘WELT’ SERIES
With the ‘[W]elt’ pieces, I wanted to convey the
wounding of the human spirit, its scarification
[with] the overpainted modernist trace of a
Pollock skein as [a] metaphor for the scar as
trace, and memory, of the colonial lash . . . [I
laid] down beads of red paint, overpainting in
black and then cutting into the raised bead to
reveal its red interior . . . [creating] metaphors
for the inscription of the black body as Tabula
Rasa [a blank slate] — as the darkness which is
‘illuminated’ by ‘the coming of the light’: the socalled civilising force of European colonialism
that created, cast and inscribed the objectified
black body and mind as its ‘Other’.
Gordon Bennett, ‘The manifest toe’, 1996
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Bloodlines (detail) 1993 / Synthetic polymer paint on canvas and rope on wood /
Purchased 2019 with funds from the Neilson Foundation through the QAGOMA Foundation / Collection: QAGOMA /
© The Estate of Gordon Bennett

HOME DÉCOR (PRESTON + DE STIJL =
CITIZEN)

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Home décor (Preston + De Stijl = Citizen) Men with weapons 1997 / Synthetic
polymer paint on linen / Private collection / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

You know, the ‘Home Décor’ series, the large
paintings, was a kind of reaction to Pauline
Hanson and John Howard [in 1996]. That series
became like basket weaving, something to do, a
way of keeping going until I felt better, when I
felt like just stopping work altogether . . . At a
time when cultural stereotype and denigration
snapped back in place tightly, why wouldn’t I use
‘grotesque’ black primitive (Preston) figures
tangled in the grid of ‘high’ modernism? The
tightness of the paintings, all those taped edges,
and woven through with more ‘organic’ curves
and painterly elements to form an overall
composition. Also, I was kind of reviewing my
own work in the context of new images and
possible ‘meanings’. It kept me in the ‘game’ at
least.
Gordon Bennett, letter to Ian McLean, 4 April 2001

HOME DÉCOR
[The ‘Home Décor’ series] suggests the
comfortably if unintentionally racist home
interiors that Preston seem[ed] to promote and
in which Aboriginal culture provides a distinctive
decorative backdrop for non-Aboriginal
Australians to feel at home within Australia . . .
Bennett brings back into circulation displaced
echoes of the work of the unknown makers that
were the original source for his and Preston’s
work. He points to the troubled history of
modernism’s search for an authentic national
‘self’ and shows how something as simple as
home décor can resonate with nation building
ideologies and enterprises, as well as with
unresolved issues and tensions around race
relations and national identity in Australia today.
Wayne Tunnicliffe, ‘Gordon Bennett’, 2017
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Home Décor (after Margaret Preston) no.1 1996 / Synthetic polymer paint on
cotton duck / Gift of the Department of Justice and Attorney-General, Queensland Government, through the Queensland
Art Gallery Foundation 2009 / Collection: QAGOMA / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

THE COMING OF THE LIGHT

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / The Coming of the Light 1987 / Synthetic polymer paint on canvas / Gift of
Leanne and Caitlin Bennett in memory of and admiration for Gordon Bennett through the QAGOMA Foundation 2016.
Donated through the Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program / Collection: QAGOMA / © The Estate of Gordon
Bennett

Language is a key factor in this work. The
ethnocentric boundaries implicit in such a
categorising system are responsible for such
widely accepted Eurocentric notions as the
‘Savage’, the ‘Primitive’, and for the perpetuation
of a kind of street level ‘Social Darwinism’.
Words like ‘Abo’, ‘boong’, ‘coon’, and ‘darkie’,
while composed of arbitrary basic units such as
A, B, C and D, carry with them a weight of
derogatory associations, built on outdated belief
systems which, when directed at a group or
individual over a long enough period, can
produce a kind of claustrophobic box where selfesteem is stifled and suicide becomes a viable
way out.
Gordon Bennett, Artist’s statement: The Coming of the Light,
1990

POSSESSION ISLAND

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Possession Island 1991 / Oil and synthetic polymer paint on canvas / Purchased
with funds from the Foundation for the Historic Houses Trust, Museum of Sydney Appeal, 2007 / Collection: Museum of
Sydney, on the site of the first Government House, Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales / © The Estate of Gordon
Bennett

[This] painting is about perspective; it’s about a
certain European perspective or way of seeing
that has historically positioned people with dark
skin as inferior, primitive, savage . . . When Cook
arrived in Australia, he and his party already had
very fixed ideas about black people, which they
imposed on Indigenous cultures and people. The
black person is only represented in the ‘history’
painting in a predetermined role; that is, as a
servant/slave or ‘possession’ . . . He is the only
black person in the scene and is thus also an
‘island’ surrounded by a sea of white
culture/people. His black skin is
associated/identified with a black rectangle, an
abstraction . . .
Gordon Bennett, ‘Cloud gazing’, 1997
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