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ARTISTS



ROB MACPHERSON

Modernism used art to call attention to art. The 
limitations that constitute the medium of 
painting — the flat surface, the shape of the 
support, the properties of the pigment . . . were 
acknowledged openly.

Clement Greenberg, ‘Modernist painting’, 1961

An awareness of modern art history, a belief 
that all good art comes from previous art, my 
rules are formed within this context. An 
awareness of the means. I have no wish to 
subvert the means, the rectangle or negate the 
object. Juxtapositioning of means (surface, 
handling and ground) is content. My work 
makes no assumption beyond itself — then you 
have response, and that’s another story. An 
awareness of formal principles remains. Things 
happen in process and are left; I am surprised.

Robert MacPherson, artist’s statement, 1975
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JACKSON POLLOCK

On the floor I am more at ease. I feel nearer, 
more part of the painting, since this way I can 
walk around it, work from the four sides and 
literally be in the painting. This is akin to the 
method of Indian sand painters of the West.

Jackson Pollock, ‘My painting’, 1947

No picture is more thoroughly abstract
than a picture by Pollock: abstract from 
everything. Therefore, as a direct consequence, 
no picture is more automatic, involuntary, 
surrealistic, introverted and pure than a picture 
by Pollock . . . Pollock has broken all barriers 
between his picture and himself: his picture is 
the most immediate and spontaneous painting.

Bruno Alfieri, ‘On the painting of Jackson Pollock’, 1950
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PIET MONDRIAN

[The new plastic idea] should find its expression 
in the abstraction of form and color, that is to 
say, in the straight line and the clearly defined 
primary color . . . Abstract plasticism
represents [the opposition of two extremes] in a 
precise manner by means of the two positions 
which form the right angle. This positional 
relation is the most balanced of all, since it 
expresses in a perfect harmony the relation 
between two extremes, and contains all other 
relations. If we conceive these two extremes as 
manifestations of interiority and exteriority, we 
will find that in the new plasticism the tie 
uniting mind and life is not broken . . .

Piet Mondrian, ‘Natural reality and abstract reality’, 1919
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IMANTS TILLERS

The widespread though largely unstated hope 
(or even belief) in an ‘indigenous’ Australian art 
ignores the contemporary understanding of the 
nature of the physical world.

Imants Tillers, ‘Locality fails’, 1982

[In an interview with Paul Foss] Tillers claimed 
to see his appropriative mixing as ‘a dangerous 
activity’ . . . Foss replied that ‘the thing quoted, 
“appropriated”, or remade means nothing other 
than what it originally meant if it cannot at the 
same time be caused to corrode or displace its 
historical and cultural sources. So the sense of 
danger or dread you describe may come 
precisely from the failure to do anything with 
the quoted material except repeat it unassailed’.

Terry Smith, ‘Australia’s anxiety again’, 2014Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Home Décor (After Margaret Preston) no.11 1996 / Synthetic polymer paint on 
cotton duck / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett



KAZIMIR MALEVICH

I have destroyed the ring of the horizon . . . the 
horizon ring that has imprisoned the artist and the 
forms of nature. [The square] is the face of new 
art . . . It is the first step of pure creation . . . Our 
world of art has become new, non-objective, pure. I 
have transformed myself in the zero of form and 
through zero have reached creation, that is, 
suprematism, the new painterly realism . . .

Kazimir Malevich, ‘From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism’, 
1916

The black square on the white field was the first 
form in which non-objective feeling came to be 
expressed. The square = feeling, the white field = 
the void beyond this feeling . . .

Kazimir Malevich, ‘Suprematism’, 1927
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MARGARET PRESTON

In wishing to rid myself of the mannerisms of a 
country other than my own, I have gone to the 
art of a people who had never seen or known 
anything different from themselves . . . These 
are the Australian Aboriginals, and it is only 
from the art of such people in any land that a 
national art can spring.

. . . the beginning should come from the home 
and domestic arts. This is the reason that I have 
studied the aboriginals’ art and have applied 
their designs to the simple things of life, hoping 
that the craftsman will succeed where, until 
now, the artist has certainly failed.

Margaret Preston, ‘The indigenous art of Australia’,
1925
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COLIN McCAHON

The written word . . . is . . . without apology used 
as a subject for painting. This matter . . . is . . . 
the one people most want to lay down rules 
about. . . Part of a painter’s work is to discover 
rules and . . . test them as he goes along, to see 
if they will work for him and for us.

Toss Woollaston, review of ‘Colin McCahon: Recent
paintings’, 1959

It is important to stress that McCahon is not the 
author of the texts he uses. For all that he 
identifies with them, he did not write them. He 
presents himself as a recipient of the language 
— as he is the recipient of all the signs, symbols, 
conventions that form the content of his work. 
He enters the language as a reader who would 
share his reading with us.

Wyston Curnow, I will need words, 1984
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Text) 27 October 1991 / 
Watercolour on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate 
of Gordon Bennett



AD REINHARDT

The one object of 50 years of abstract art is to 
present art-as-art and as nothing else, to make it 
into the one thing it is only, separating and 
defining it more and more, making it purer and 
emptier, absolute and more exclusive, non-
objective, non-representational, non-figurative, 
non-imagist, non-expressionist, non-subjective. 
The only way to say what abstract art or art-as-
art is, is to say what it is not.

Ad Reinhardt, ‘Art-as-Art’, 1962

What do I see when red, yellow and blue have
been over-painted to secrete their colour under 
washes of matte black (Reinhardt)? The colours 
in Reinhardt’s paintings are always in the process 
of becoming visible, their visibility endlessly 
postponed, guaranteeing the possibility of seeing 
an importance equivalent to any actual seeing.

Ian Burn, ‘Looking at seeing and reading’, 1993
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ROY LICHTENSTEIN

It doesn’t look like a painting of something, it 
looks like the thing itself. Instead of looking like 
a painting . . . Pop Art seems to be the actual 
thing. It is an intensification, a stylistic 
intensification of the excitement which the 
subject matter has for me; but the style is,
as you said, cool.

. . . comics have shapes but there has been no 
effort to make them intensely unified. The 
purpose is different; one intends to depict and I 
intend to unify. And my work is actually different 
from comic strips in that every mark is really in 
a different place, however slight the difference 
seems to some. The difference is often not 
great, but it is crucial.

Roy Lichtenstein, interview with G.R. Swenson, 1963Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Standing figure (After Baselitz) 25 October 
1991 / Watercolour on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The 
Estate of Gordon Bennett



JEAN-MICHEL BASQUIAT

[Basquiat’s] is a literal case of bringing something 
in off the street but with the element of chance 
removed . . . What he incorporates into his pictures, 
whether found or made, is specific and selective. 
He has a perfect idea of what he’s getting across, 
using everything that collates to his vision.

René Ricard, ‘The radiant child’, 1981

The black person is the protagonist in most of my 
paintings. I realised that I didn’t see many 
paintings with black people in them.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, quoted in Cathleen McGuigan, ‘New art, new 
money’, 1985

I cross out words so you will see them more; the 
fact that they are obscured makes you want to 
read them. 

Jean-Michel Basquiat, conversation with Robert Farris
Thompson, 1987
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FRANK STELLA

My painting is based on the fact that only what 
can be seen there is there . . . All I want
anyone to get out of my paintings, and all I ever 
get out of them, is the fact that you can
see the whole idea without any confusion . . . 
What you see is what you see.

Frank Stella, interview with Bruce Glaser, 1964

Art excludes the unnecessary. Frank Stella has 
found it necessary to paint stripes. There is 
nothing else in his painting. Frank Stella is not 
interested in expression of sensitivity. He is 
interested in the necessities of painting . . . His 
stripes are the paths of brush on canvas. These 
paths lead only into the paintings.

Carl André, Sixteen Americans, 1959Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Number nine 2005 / Synthetic polymer paint on linen / 
Collection: QAGOMA / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett
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