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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is an investigation of how spiritual ideas have contributed to West Australian 

academic and artist Tom Gibbons’s approach to Modernism. Against the backdrop of 

the local context I show how Gibbons’s 1950s undergraduate and 1960s post-graduate 

studies in the area of the occult and esoteric influences on Early Modernism provided 

him with an atypical perspective on Modernism itself but that this perspective resulted 

in his development of a Modernist sensibility particularly suitable for the type of 

questions asked about art in the later part of last century. My thesis traces Gibbons’s 

development of an integrated aesthetic “theory” that bridged for him the gap between a 

host of contrary sources. For Gibbons the bridge between divergent views on art, from 

the Modern period to the Renaissance period, is an ahistorical perspective based on 

Christian Immanence. He thus adopted a perspective that redefined the metaphysical 

aspects of Modernist abstraction through a particular approach to realism which 

celebrates the everyday world because of the Christian structures that for him condition 

it. I argue that his sensibility, which combines the stylistic features of a Modernist 

literature – witty juxtaposition, irony and paradox – with the concept of Christian 

Immanence, resulted in an oeuvre which can be read as a particular example of what 

Ken Wilber in the late 1990s termed Integral Studies. I argue that underlying Gibbons’s 

use of Christian Immanence is the Integralist’s understanding that the world’s great 

philosophical and spiritual traditions approach consciousness and experience through 

similar ideas. The argument presented, in agreement with writers such as Wilber, is that 

Gibbons’s capacity to develop a sense of life’s irony and metaphor, and to then use this 

as a capacity to embrace the beauty and outrageousness of the whole, is a mature 

spirituality that provides an integrated perspective filled with joy for the ordinary. I 

conclude that his art provides a particular example of how the loss of meaning felt by 

Modernists may be addressed. 
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“We make out of the quarrel with others, rhetoric, 

 but of the quarrel with ourselves, poetry.” 

 W.B. Yeats: ‘Anima Hominis’

 

“And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.” 

T.S. Eliot: ‘Little Gidding’

                              

“There is always the danger that one will see  

as faults in works of art what are in fact the limitations 

of one’s own sensibilities…” 

Patrick Hutchings, The Critic, Vol.5, No.13, p.110. 
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I wish to quickly outline the difficulties and adventure of research for any future student 

who may read this thesis. Two examples will suffice as examples. My first attempts at 

researching local history were with both sets of my grandparents. Each side of my 

family – Bateman and McNamara’s – has formidable roots back to early settlement 

here. Tom Stannage made me aware that much of history was lost when participants 

died and thus I endeavoured to at least record some of my family history before such 

loss occurred. Some of the information gained from the paternal McNamara side is 

relevant to this thesis and used where appropriate, however even with co-operative 

grandparents some information only came my way through luck. For example one of 

my most exciting interviews with Lorna and Jack McNamara concerned naturalism and 

debates within The Worker’s Guild that included discussion of the Linton’s, Norman 

Lindsay, D.H. Lawrence and classical Greek culture. However I had interviewed and 

talked with them a great many times about the Guild, Pritchard, Molly Skinner and 

Lawrence without the information getting anywhere as near specific as it did until Jack 

one day, in response to my run-down health, gave me a pamphlet from the Guild on 

natural juice therapy. Lorna said that for best results I should grow my own fruit and 

vegetables and get more sunshine and Jack joked that I wouldn’t be able to garden in the 

nude in suburbia like (Betsey) Currie and (James) Linton had. The source of the 

pamphlet and the revelation gave me a series of questions that led to some interesting 

information on naturalism in the 1930’s. When asked why they had not mentioned such 

things before the reply was that such debates were part of particular circles and, as they 

might be considered scandalous by those with no understanding of the philosophies 

behind them, there seemed no reason to discuss them. Similarly I interviewed Cliff 

Jones many times between 1986 and 1992 about George Duerden without him 

informing me that George had first decided to learn art while serving a sentence in 

prison for cattle stealing. While I had for a period of six years asked him many times 

what had prompted George to take up art and frequently drive from the country town of 

Harvey to classes by Henry Froudist in Perth, the real reason was never given. It wasn’t 

until I sent out letters, for the third time, to people with surnames the same as those who 

had placed obituary notices for Duerden, that I received a reply from the farmer whose 

cattle Duerden had stolen. He wrote saying that he was prompted to write because of his 

wife’s recent death and that he now realized that any information might be helpful. He 

went on to say that George had completed his sentence and agreed to restitution but had 

only made a few re-payments before going up to Perth to be an artist. When at the next 
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interview I asked Cliff about George’s prison experiences he angrily replied, “Who told 
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1. Introduction to Subject Choice, Thesis Intent and Synopsis 

I seem to have been tracking Tom Gibbons for nearly fifteen years. I first stumbled 

across him as a consequence of reading his essay “Cubism and the Fourth Dimension” 

during my undergraduate Fine Arts course.1 The only Australian writer of international 

standing in this area was Gibbons. There was further synchronicity in the development 

of my interest in him when I realized his books had been used in my High School 

literature course and that the author had been introduced via an article on his art practice 

in a West Australian Education Department publication.2 Further research on this 

academic/author revealed that his own oeuvre mirrored how my own art practice was 

developing – Pop, Op, photography, collage and art as conceptual process.  

 

At first my interest was a means of making discoveries for my own practice. I had 

moved away from Pop/Op to exploring the properties of paint, support and placement of 

elements. However just exploring process was beginning to appear to me, not as a 

dematerializing of intent and a move towards sublime purity, but as a rhetorical way of 

denying the decisions inherent in any art making. I had arrived at an understanding that 

all works, however minimal or removed in surface qualities from the author’s intent, are 

still conceptual. Furthermore the viewer’s response towards such art is often positioned 

through supporting text rather than allowing the object to speak for itself. Pure 

abstraction often conveys nothing beyond its mute presence.  

 

I explored these ideas in three exhibitions, “Peace Concept Piece: Catching the Shadows 

of Passing Illuminations” at Delaney Galleries in 1991, and “Mark/Re-mark/Remark” 

and “Nature/Culture” at PICA in 1992. The former consisted of photographic statements 

that disappeared over the course of the exhibition to leave transmuted mono-chrome 

surfaces, while the latter explored various historical styles contrasted with statements on 

whether any meaning was inherent in the object. During this period I was writing my 

Masters thesis on local abstractionists who fore-grounded materiality and process. Once 

again my research revealed that Gibbons during the 1960s had explored and debated, 

                                                 
1 Gibbons, Tom. “Cubism and ‘The Fourth Dimension’ in the Context of the Late 19th 

Century and Early 20th Century Revival of Occult Idealism”, Journal of the Warburg 

and Courtauld Institutes, 1981, pp.130-147. 
2 Knowles, Lee. “Tom Gibbons A ‘Pop’ Painter”, Horizon 79, Vol.3, No.1, April 1979, 

pp.3-5. 
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practically and critically, the same issues of the contradiction between material and 

formal elements in paintings and the possibility of more substantive meaning between 

signifier and referent.  

 

However when I decided to undertake my Doctorate my proposal was to investigate the 

influence of spiritual ideas in the work of Godfrey Miller, Roger Kemp and Frank 

Hinder. I spent several years researching these artists before deciding that substantial 

research was already being undertaken by others who had more direct access to primary 

documents and people. Yet again during my research on the influence of 

Anthroposophy and Theosophy on Modern art the name of Gibbons had come up. 

Similarly when researching early Blake prize entries to see which Australian Modern 

artists presented their work as based on religious ideas, Gibbons was one of just a few 

West Australian artists of the period who had submitted an entry. Yet he was not 

represented in the books on religious imagery in Australian art, nor was he in articles 

and catalogues on 1960-70’s abstraction, or books on Australian collage.3 Dismayed at 

this neglect of an artist who could be considered an important contributor in all these 

fields I approached Anna Gray suggesting a retrospective for the Lawrence Wilson Art 

Gallery; my argument being that it was fitting that The University of Western Australia 

be the site of Gibbons’s retrospective, as he taught in the English Department there for 

nearly thirty years and was a member of the Pictures Committee in the formative years 

of the University’s collection. I co-curated the resulting exhibition (1998) with their 

curator Christine Lewis, wrote the accompanying catalogue, presented a talk on 

Gibbons for the 1998 Art Association of Australia conference and wrote an article on 

him for “Art and Australia”. However these activities were carried out while still 

researching Miller, Kemp and Hinder. It wasn’t until I submitted an annual report 

suggesting that I could not add anything substantial to an understanding of the work of 

these artists that it dawned on me that Gibbons and the Perth art scene had become my 

focus. My proposal to change my thesis to an investigation of how spiritual ideas had 

contributed to Gibbons’s approach to Modernism was accepted. 

 

 
3  Crumlin, Rosemary. The Blake Prize for Religious Art – the First 25 Years A Survey. 

Monash University Department of Visual Arts, Australia 1984; Crumlin, Rosemary. 

Images of Religion in Australian Art, Bay Books, Australia 1988; McIntyre, Arthur. 

Contemporary Australian Collage and Its Origins, Craftsman House, Australia 1990. 
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Synopsis 

Gibbons in his undergraduate and post-graduate studies studied a broad range of 

philosophers, authors and artists. However an investigation of his art practice shows that 

there are few direct individual influences. Rather there is a matrix of affinities which 

Gibbons brings to provide an atypical perspective on Modernism itself. This perspective 

combines the stylistic features of a Modernist literature – witty juxtaposition, irony and 

paradox – with the concept of Christian Immanence.4 The argument presented, in 

agreement with writers such as Ken Wilber and Jack Kornfield, is that this capacity to 

develop a sense of life’s irony and metaphor, and to then use this as a capacity to 

embrace the beauty and outrageousness of the whole, is a mature spirituality filled with 

joy for the ordinary.5 It will be shown that Gibbons adopts an integral perspective that 

redefines the metaphysical aspects of Modernist abstraction through a particular 

approach to realism which celebrates the everyday world because of the Christian 

structures that condition it.6 This celebration is because, for Gibbons, God as the Source 

prevails in phenomenality; in life as we know it. His conceptual and hence “theological 

                                                 
4 This list of stylistic features is provided in: Schwartz, Sanford. The Matrix of 

Modernism Pound, Eliot and Early 20th- Century Thought, Princeton University Press, 

New Jersey, 1985, p.1. 
5 This integrated sense of “mature spirituality” is the basis of Wilber’s Integral 

Psychology discussed later. See also Kornfield, Jack. A Path With Heart, Bantam 

Books, U.S.A., 1993, particularly Chapter 21, pp.309-321. He writes p.310 that “This 

kind of spirituality is filled with joy and integrity; it is both ordinary and awakened.” 
6 That Christian structures continue to condition contemporary life is Gibbons’s driving 

thesis, how he arrived at this thesis is explained later in this dissertation. In doing so I 

argue that Gibbons’s use of Christian Immanence is an example of what Wilber terms 

“unity consciousness”; see Wilber, Ken. No Boundary: Eastern and Western 

Approaches to Personal Growth , Shambhala Publications, Colorado, 1979, as a simple 

yet comprehensive guide to Wilber’s thesis argument.  This type of awareness - of the 

“universe as divine” - Wilber argues is experience of an identity with the All “central to 

every major religion” (p.3). As I will show, through his academic studies Gibbons is 

aware that perception of such unity is a truth of major religions, but he remained wary 

of the Western tendency to favour the esoteric and transcended above the everyday. He 

thus considers “our” Western heritage of Christianity as the way to pursue a return to 

the seeing of the divine as active in life.  
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position” on spirituality is that the idea that the seeker must transcend life is a 

misconception of spiritual awareness and the concept of Immanence. God is not beyond 

life because as the “I Am” God is always life as we know it, or the functioning of our 

consciousness and of manifestation. Gibbons’s celebration of life, including his use of 

wit and irony, forms his “theology” as well as his form of worship: 

 

Firstly, like most people I’m far from having a doctrinally worked-out theological 

‘position’. (As indicated in my use of the concept of Immanence) I incline towards 

anglo-catholic forms of worship because they’re physical and celebratory and thus 

opposed to both dour Protestantism AND that life-hating Gnosticism which 

appears to underlie much Early-Modernist abstraction. Secondly, and relatedly, I 

feel very much at home in that ‘tradition of learned wit’ of which Joyce is the 

greatest recent exemplar, which can afford to play comically with religious 

doctrines and can very easily be mistaken for blasphemy by the afore-mentioned 

dour Protestants. This scholastic approach, which has a speculative freedom and 

dialectical ingenuity and which lends itself to witty development, is a pre-

Enlightenment tradition.7

 

In so doing his spiritual position and form of worship, although inherited from the anti-

modern tradition of Burton and Browne, provides a perspective for unifying the 

opposition between abstraction and realism that is a prominent feature of Modernism.8  

 

7 Gibbons, Tom. e-mail to author, August 7, 2006, author’s collection. Given in answer 

to clarifying questions about his religious worship, study of theology and daily religious 

life. Hence for Gibbons his view of the everyday as sacred is orthodox Christian whilst 

the view that there is a division between the divine and the material world is Gnostic. 

From this basic position he developed the view that the everyday is replete with Biblical 

associations and as such evidence of God’s grace. That life is full of divine signs is 

evident in all religious traditions of interpretation, including Hermeticism and 

Gnosticism. However unlike these traditions  Gibbons does not view the everyday as 

corrupt and debased. 
8 Ibid: “This pre-Enlightenment tradition, inherited from Burton and Browne, is the one 

in which Swift works.” 



 - 12 -

                                                

My thesis traces Gibbons’s development of an integrated aesthetic “theory” that for him 

bridged the gap between a host of contrary sources which came to the fore in the various 

movements of early Modernism but which have continued to be mined over the epoch 

of Modernism. Gibbons’s understanding of these Modernisms is to consider Modernism 

as first and foremost a movement respondent towards transcendental ideas. However 

Gibbons considers the transcendental development to be in belief, attitude and tone anti 

everyday life and thus ironically incapable of handling the philosophical and spiritual 

life of people in the Modern city. His academic studies led him to believe that 

Modernisms transcendental ideas, traceable back to the mystical-cum-Symbolist revolt 

and the corresponding over-throw of Realism in the arts, were a denial of Christian 

symbolism and ideas which nevertheless continue to be the basis of our cultures 

iconography. Furthermore such a revolt encouraged a transcendent-immanent split or 

dualism which for Gibbons echoed a Gnostic division already healed by Christian 

thought.  

 

As will be shown the bridge for Gibbons between divergent views on art, from the 

Modern period to the Renaissance period, is an ahistorical (for him) perspective based 

on Christian Immanence.9 For Gibbons the Christian meta-physical premise of Christ’s 

 
9 According to Braden it is in the mid 1960s, at the time that Gibbons was writing his 

PhD., that Western Christian Theology shifted from an emphasis on the transcendent 

aspect of God to a more Eastern Theology of God “which has tended to emphasize the 

immanent aspect of god.” See Braden, William. The Private Sea. LSD and the Search 

for God, Pall Mall Press, London, 1967, p.61. The debates about immanence amongst 

theologians were around the same issues that Gibbons had been researching circa 1957-

62 in Early Modernism. For detractors it was a re-assertion of the pantheism of 

Romanticism, for the “new” theologists it was a new pluralism that allowed a wider 

consideration of religious thought and a more general acceptance of there being 

common ground. Thus Christians such as Teilhard de Chardin could argue that Zen 

Buddhism affirms “the holiness of the commonplace in the moment being lived” (ibid, 

p.120). Immanence, derived from the incarnation, was central to both these 

cosmologists and the more radical “Death of God” theologists who, led by Thomas J.J. 

Altizer, maintained that as “Christ was the point where God entered the world”, and 

“remained in the world”, God is no longer outside the world but embodied in the life we 

share. (Ibid. Quote from p. 158. Altizer is discussed pp. 155-161.) Altizer based his 
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birth, already written into our culture and psychology, allows for spirituality and 

materialism to dynamically co-exist; the divine evident within the descriptions and 

representations of the everyday world. I demonstrate that a religious perspective and 

interest in symbolism inspired Gibbons’s art (and his studies and writings) from the 

1950s, that these become more openly declared by the 1970s, and then more explicitly 

Christian by the 1980s. At the start of my work on Gibbons in the mid 1990s there were 

attempts by philosophers such as Ken Wilber to unify divergent cultural paradigms into 

an integrated field that he termed Integral Studies.10 My thesis is that Gibbons’s 

 
views on the New Testament and study of Eastern mysticism, Nietzsche, Hegel and 

William Blake. It will be noted by the reader from material that will be presented that 

Gibbons arrived at a similar viewpoint through study of similar material. An alternative 

reading of Nietzsche is that human’s, having wiped away “the seemingly impermeable 

dividing line between God and Man, heaven and earth, the sacred and the secular” have 

replaced the vertical dimension with a horizontal plane that includes vertical ascendant 

awareness. Transcendence is thus replaced by a multi-dimensional immanence. Such 

research, stretching back to the late nineteenth century laid the foundation for the multi-

discipline, cross-cultural, comparative and integral studies of the 1980s and onwards. 

These ideas about the shift in Western perspective brought about Nietzsche are from: 

Kulananda, Western Buddhism, Thorsons, London, 1997, p.81. 
10 Since his first publication in 1977 The Spectrum of Consciousness, (Wheaton), 

Wilber’s writing has, to use his own terms, been unfolding towards providing unifying 

models of different developmental lines (spiritual, psychological, sociological). Several 

of his publications in the 1980s viewed spirituality as an evolutionary process although 

by the 1990s he viewed spiritual “truths” as models of human growth that were inherent 

in all paths that transformed consciousness from the empirical realm to the 

contemplative. I read this inherent-developmental-evolutionary unfolding as how 

Gibbons conceives of Christian Immanence. Christ, as a historical summary of God 

incarnate, is Wilber’s full-spectrum model of human evolution toward God-

consciousness. What this means in terms of insight into patterns and issues of the 

contemporary world I outline in my conclusion to this thesis.  Wilber, in a 1983 model 

derived from Transpersonal Psychology, argued that three types of knowledge and 

enquiry can be differentiated – objective, symbolic and critical – and that each class has 

its own appropriate type of inquiry. Objective data submits to an empirical analysis, 

symbolic communication to an historical hermeneutic and critical reflective inquiry 
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academic and aesthetic commitment to extolling the metaphysical value and origins of 

Modern art, and Gibbons formation of an ironic and witty bridge between this 

Modernism and Christian Immanence, gives us a model of an integral approach to 

consciousness.11  

 

 
explores past cognitions. Wilber’s model became an evolutionary developmental model 

when he realized that these types can be described as concentric circles of ever-greater 

inclusion involved in a process of relative evolution on all levels. As will be shown 

Gibbons enquiry has been largely of the symbolic and critical types and such inquiry 

has transformed his view of life. The assumptions made by my use of Wilber and 

related thinkers is that historical analyses of the Religious hermeneutic, as well as 

Transpersonal Psychology, are valid schools of thought and provide corollaries for 

possible future directions. See: Wilber, Ken. A Sociable God, New Science, London, 

1983, pp.111-118. 
11 Gibbons, Tom. Phone conversation with author, August 5th 2005. In its broadest sense 

“Immanence” is a concept central to discourse and analysis of culture. For example 

although for Foucault modernity inaugurated a multitude of practices he nevertheless 

saw power as the immanent concept underlying the discursive universe. Likewise 

Gibbons does not see modernity as restrictive or repressive of modes of construction, 

however for Gibbons integral to all is not the hegemonic play of power but the dance of 

the divine. Immanence provides a conceptual network that may appear essentially as a 

historical epistemology, yet may also, in explicitly equating the eternal with the now, 

connect and intersect points that move history from the stage of story line and 

development to a space of inclusivity that is creatively located and thus spatially free. 

This is a summary of how Gibbons’s sensibility can be understood. Discussion of 

spatiality and boundaries form a major part of post-modernism and whilst further 

theoretical discussion is beyond the scope of this thesis, interested readers are directed 

to authors such as Foucault, Soja, Game and Chaney. Gibbons’s views on romanticism, 

expression and the artist’s intention, also derive from literary criticism rather than art 

theory. The focus against “biographical” and “intentionalist” interpretations of literature 

began in the 1940s, whereas it wasn’t until 1972, as a response to over-interpretations of 

iconology, that Gombrich introduced Hirsch’s reactionary notion of “intended meaning” 

to art history. 
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Gibbons own argument however is that within the creative process of making art “the 

trace matter remains below the water (of consciousness) and need not be formulized; 

just played with and moved around”.12 He also believes that, as he told his students, 

“for our culture four-fifths of what lies below water is the Bible”, and such biblical 

ideas we “pick up and live without a need to theologize.”13 Ultimately whilst from a 

non-religious viewpoint, and even a theological viewpoint, this broad understanding of 

divine immanence may be an unusual construct, its application nevertheless gave 

Gibbons a sense of philosophical and historical justification for his practice and has 

added an epistemological dimension to his work that is worthy of discussion. 

 

My argument is that similar to the pre-Modern, Modern and post-Modern thinkers and 

sources that he studied (Platonic, Kantian, Hegelian, Husserlian, Panofskian, 

Heiddegerian and so on) Gibbons sought to “picture” the basic structures and essences 

of our being. Exploring Gibbons’s “practical-critical” oeuvre thus enables the viewer or 

thesis writer to discover with him the various conceptual and ontological lines of his 

investigation; to share his understanding of these basic structures and through his 

attempts to understand correlations and make coherent conclusions to reach our own. 

Eventually for Gibbons it is the culture that our history has produced that holds together 

the religious and scientific component parts of our psyche. It is therefore the 

constituents of the everyday, the products and structures that govern our social relations 

and interactions, which encapsulate a middle ground between inner and outer worlds. 

The everyday is thus the ground for understanding of the scientific-materialist-

psychological-metaphysical structures or processes that humans enact (and much 

Modernist art). For Gibbons, quoting Arthur Symons The Symbolist Movement in 

Literature (1899), when an art of evocation replaces an art of mimesis or representation, 

“the visible world is no longer a reality, and the unseen world no longer a dream”, 

however, within the contemplation and the re-arrangement of material things is the 

reality of all worlds and thus it is in the reality of the visible that we should seek 

meaning.14

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. p.6. This is a conclusion based upon my reading of Gibbons’s use of Symons 

quote. Gibbons indicates how the three most important ‘English’ poets of the early 

twentieth century – Eliot, Yeats and Pound – were influenced by Symon’s term 
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Not surprisingly, through his studies and academic writing Gibbons has concluded that 

Modern culture has built upon, rather than superseded, pre-Modern culture. For Gibbons 

a culture’s underlying characteristics are cumulative. Therefore insights, and greater 

knowledge and understanding come from study of this heritage. For Gibbons a culture’s 

continuing accessibility means that it is not arcane or complicated like some secret 

occult practice. No one is alienated by not studying this history because it is ever 

present - in the form of everyday life - however to understand the past is to clarify and 

understand the resonances. In contrast to the Anglo-Catholic pessimists of his academic 

studies, such as T.E. Hulme, Chesterton and T.S. Eliot, Gibbons does not believe that 

materialism exists in a spiritual vacuum, as even this materialism is a precipitate of 

historical and religious tradition and religion (Edmund Burke). Similarly, although he 

views the occult interests of early Modernists involved in “secret wisdom” societies - 

such as the Golden Dawn, Rosicrucian’s and the Theosophists - as “peculiar” and 

“vague”, he interprets their “secrets” as an ego driven attempt to mystify the deep-

seated Christian concepts, ideas and concerns of our culture. Hence he views their 

esoteric Buddhism or use of Hinduism as picking up currents essentially derived from 

Christianity.15

 
‘evocation’ and there-by the emotional-Expressionist basis of much Modernist literature 

in: Gibbons, Tom. “Modernism in Poetry: the Debt to Arthur Symons”, British Journal 

of Aesthetics, Winter 1973, pp.47-60. 
15 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author at the artist’s home in Joondanna, Perth, April, 

1997. Various recorded interviews took place between 1994 and 1997, but extracts from 

these were re-arranged and amplified during a main interview in April 1997 as I 

prepared the writing for a retrospective catalogue. In the interests of clarity this is the 

date I footnote for the 1994-1997 series of interviews. Clarifying interviews or 

correspondence after that date is footnoted as such. 

Gibbons was particularly aware of the influence of Buddhism on modernism. 

Comments in his Rooms In A Darwin Hotel, University of Western Australia Press, 

W.A.1975, pp.16-19, p.23 and p.134, indicate his appreciation that Indian theology saw 

spiritual values as paramount and that “such views were in the strongest possible 

contrast to those based upon the gloomy tenets of High Victorian materialistic 

determinism” (p.17).  
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Avoiding those aspects of romanticism that led to confidence in the individual to 

develop his or her own relationship to the ineffable, Gibbons believes the transcendental 

appeal that god “moves in a mysterious way” is theologically irrational. He also sees as 

equally vague and sentimental the appeal that a paternal god must be obeyed. Thus, as a 

response to what he views as Modernism’s misinterpretation of the transcendental, 

Modern occult interest in a removed supernatural being, as well as esoteric speculation 

 
In his iconography and discussions Gibbons emphasized with me his Christianity, 

however, as will be shown, he also used the symbolism of The Tarot and had an interest 

in dice like approaches to art making (his Random landscape series and collages). Such 

use shows that he was sympathetic to “the doctrine of hermetic correspondences or 

universal analogies” in the work of James Joyce, T.S. Eliot and the esoteric theories of 

Eliphas Levi, A.P. Sinnett, and Madame Blavatsky amongst others (ibid. p.133). In 

conversation Gibbons discussed many times the appreciative references to Buddhism 

made by leading  philosophers, scientists, historians, psychoanalysis’s and religious 

thinkers of the modern age, such as H.G. Wells, Albert Einstein, Aldous Huxley, 

Bertrand Russell, C.G. Jung and Thomas Merton. He agrees with such appreciation if it 

can also be extended to support Christian thought. However he traces European interest 

in Eastern ideas back to the Buddhist-Christian controversies and the anti-colonist 

uprisings in Ceylon during the mid to late nineteenth century, and the defence of 

Buddhism mounted by Colonel Henry Steel Olcott. The movement initiated by Olcott 

led to an appreciation of Buddhist thought by Europeans and allowed the considerable 

influence of Helena Blavatsky on the early modern period. For Gibbons this 

development is problematic if it maintains the initial opposition and neglects the 

importance of Christianity to Western culture. It becomes even more problematic for 

him if Buddhism is applied as a withdrawal from the spiritual value of the everyday or 

as a revival of “degenerative animistic, mediumistic and superstitious beliefs and 

practices” (Gibbons interview with author, prev. cit.). Yet several of Gibbons’s works 

and series, both early and late, reference Buddhism as well as Christianity and so I have 

attempted to also comment on Buddhism during this dissertation. My referencing of 

Buddhism may also be of interest to historians wanting to compare Gibbons to his 

Australian contemporaries who tend to refer to Buddhism rather than Christian beliefs 

(i.e. Tim Johnson, Lindy Lee, John Peart) or to Australian artists who were influenced 

by theories developed out of Blavatsky (i.e. Godfrey Miller, Roger Kemp).  
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on the nature of humans having a separated or eternal individual soul, he has arrived at 

the conclusion that all life - however mysterious, impermanent or transient - exists as 

and arises from the immanent divine. The resulting consciousness is one that views 

everyday experience as insubstantial yet profound; a place of ironic happiness best 

approached through a temperament of acceptance and joy rather than of desire and 

fear.16  

 

Whilst it may seem an abstraction and conceptual subtlety worthy of any high 

theological debate, Gibbons’s exploration of the spiritual rests on a simple framework. 

His approach is based on the study of history and the dictum that to know the past is to 

understand the present. Simply put his oeuvre presents the idea that while science, 

technology and industry may have taken us towards the “good life”, the basic 

characteristics of life and the lessons learnt from any inquiry into the human condition is 

firstly that we both cultivate pleasures and travel towards death (hence his vanitas 

series), and secondly to fear this condition – to be greedy for wealth, position or 

honours, or to fear hell and punishment – is to not enjoy the gifts of the present moment.  

 

1A. Methodology 

There is reliance in this thesis on narrative histories and, like all narratives, each is both 

partial and constructed. The title of my thesis indicates that the parameters of my 

exploration are established around the Perth art scene (also termed West Australian or 

local within this thesis) and the oeuvre of Tom Gibbons. The title further indicates that 

the focus of the discussion, within these parameters, will be on the development of a 

“Modernist sensibility” and “metaphysical wit” – which are given definition below.  

 

Throughout the thesis oral evidence, reviews, art related writings, criticism and 

historical documents are used to construct an understanding of how Gibbons’s oeuvre 

developed. The strength of using such a range of sources is the thoroughness with which 

                                                 
16 These comments based upon Gibbons prev. cit. My conclusions about Gibbons’s 

sensibility and temperament are elaborated and substantiated throughout my 

dissertation. For a Buddhist reader it is worth considering my later discussions of 

Gibbons use of “grace” and joy as similar to Buddhist “sukha”. His conception of 

immanence can also be considered as unification i.e. seeing “arupavachara” as 

“rupavachara”; each pervading the other.  
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Gibbons, the WA art scene and the issues raised can be linked and described. Desire for 

detail, particularly within quotes, can also lead to repetition; however as much of the 

material which I quote is from primary sources I have made the decision to include it for 

future researchers. On the advice of my supervisor the material of the appendix has also 

been included because of this primary nature. 

 

The dominant approach to writing local art histories is exemplified in the work of David 

Bromfield, Julian Goddard, Janda Gooding and Ted Snell, who have written 

sociological histories that attempt to demonstrate the economic based determination of 

Perth Modernism. These histories are in part responses to, and thus in part reflect, the 

Marxist based histories on Australian art of Bernard Smith and those who (in the 1970s 

and 1980s), questioned Smith’s view of Australian art history as relying on European 

models such as Humphrey McQueen, Richard Haese and Ian Burn. Although my thesis 

extends such sociologically orientated studies through a reading of Gibbons’s work via 

its relationship between local culture, his social context and wider debates about the 

nature of Modernism and the notion of a “centre”, it is not my central aim. My central 

focus is on analysis of the dominant ideas and motifs in Gibbons’s oeuvre. Therefore 

the format of this dissertation is largely biographical and chronological, as this format 

helps establish Gibbons’s thematic development. Indeed the unfolding of Gibbons’s 

oeuvre is developmental in the sense that his practice continuously responds to local and 

wider debates on what a contemporary practice may be. While some connections I make 

may not have been foreseen by Gibbons, part of his importance is that an intended 

meaning has been explicit in much of what he has produced. This trait, what Patrick 

Hutchings terms his “knowingness”, is a series of conceptual realizations and intentions 

for his practice.17 These have been arrived at by Gibbons through his academic study of 

Modernism’s history and it is this knowledge that allows him to use his practice as a 

way of critiquing contemporary trends derived from conceptual versions of reality that 

he disagrees with.  

 

Each section is structured around historical narrative and biographical methodologies. 

Importantly for the art historian the movement of this progression is at each stage 

 
17 Hutchings, Patrick. “Tom Gibbons: ‘painting now!’” introductory essay (pp.1-6) in: 

McNamara, Phillip. Time+Machine Tom Gibbons: Artwork 1955-98, Lawrence Wilson 

Art Gallery, W.A. 1998, p.2. 
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articulated in Artist’s Statements which can be compared to his academic and critical 

writing from the same period. As historical documents for the earlier periods are limited 

I have incorporated reminiscences and personal anecdotes. These expand current 

understandings of the development of Perth Modernism by giving a broader perspective 

and are backed by other sources where possible. Sources are acknowledged within the 

thesis, except for various recorded interviews with Tom Gibbons, which took place 

between 1994 and 2004, the main one in April 1997. I footnote these as “Gibbons, Tom, 

interview with author 1997” as extracts from all of my previous interviews were, in the 

interests of clarity, re-arranged and amplified with Gibbons during many meetings with 

him in the mid to late 1997 writing of the catalogue for his 1998 retrospective. 

Typographical errors in printed sources such as The Critic have been silently corrected.  

 

Gibbons’s comment that one of his difficulties in explaining Wyndham Lewis for his 

Masters in Arts was that “he so often explained himself” also holds true for Gibbons’s 

own articulation of his oeuvre. I nevertheless attempt to extend beyond his own 

explanations to look at how his sensibilities responded to his context.18 Thus the artists’ 

comments and aspects of biographical information are investigated for an understanding 

of the development of his subject matter. To highlight aspects of his work my 

dissertation also places Gibbons’s interest in the spiritual dimensions of Modernism, as 

well as his interest in the everyday, alongside the development of Modernist ideas and 

subject matter within the broader Modernist Australian art scene in original ways. While 

this study focuses on Gibbons it also inevitably discusses the Perth scene, however, 

original material of use to future historians, but which does not provide a particular 

focus on Gibbons, has been relegated to the appendix. It must be noted that whilst 

Gibbons’s oeuvre responds to how the “spiritual” has been presented within Modernism 

his approach - because of its extended dialogue with Christian concepts and his general 

use of a witty Pop stylisation rather than abstraction - to my knowledge is quite unique 

within Western art practice. The only artists I know of who investigate Christian 

concepts in a similar depth are the Australian artist John Coburn and the New Zealand 

artist Colin McCahon. However their sensibilities are distinctive: Coburn’s work is the 

most decorative of the three and has been built around geometric patterning of symbols 

of the Christian religion and organic forms from the Australian landscape; McCahon’s 

 
18 Gibbons, Tom. Wyndham Lewis and ‘The Childermass’, Thesis Presented for the 

Master of Arts Degree in the University of Western Australia, W.A. 1957, preface. 
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work also references his native landscape but his conception of meaning has a clear 

relationship to particular passages from the bible and generally espouses a moralist’s 

angst; whilst Gibbons’s work rarely draws inspiration from the organic landscape, is not 

reliant on personal elucidation of particular scripture and is largely optimistic.19  

Although Gibbons’s West Australian context is often recognizable because of his use of 

realism, this context is absorbed into his style rather than essential to its meaning. The 

result is that Gibbons’s art possesses a particular sophistication and integrity that shows 

him to be, within religious art at least, of international significance.20

 

1B. Overview of Thesis Argument 

Modernist art is usually associated with rejection of traditional, historical or academic 

forms and conventions, and can be explained in the context of the changed social, 

economic and intellectual conditions associated with modernity. They include 

accelerated technological change, the expansion of scientific knowledge and challenges 

to traditional sources of belief. Historians of West Australian art practice such as Julian 

Goddard, Janda Gooding and Helen Topliss, have cited this type of Modernizing of 

local conditions as occurring post World War Two with particular acceleration 

                                                 
19 For information on John Coburn see Rozen, Alan. The Art of John Coburn, Ure 

Smith, Sydney, 1979; or Amadio, Nadine. John Coburn Paintings, Craftsman House, 

N.S.W. 1988. For information on McCahon see: Brown, Gordon, H. Colin McCahon: 

Artist, Reed, Wellington, N.Z., 1984; or Bloem, Marja and Browne, Martin, Colin 

McCahon A Question Of Faith, Craig Potton Publishing, N.Z., 2002. 
20 Although no-one has painted pictures like his, an assessment of Gibbons’s artistic 

ambitions shows that he shares the same territory as that outlined by Wystan Curnow 

for the New Zealand artist Colin McCahon. Curnow argues that his corpus of sets and 

series are finally one work, providing a coherence of symbolisms based on the sacred 

and the Christian journey (Curnow, Wystan. Necessary Protection, Govett-Brewster Art 

Gallery, New Plymouth 1977, p.3 and pp.10-11).Similar to McCahon’s work Gibbons’s 

work cross-references itself and is “neither particularly private or esoteric” as the 

pointers to the religious and Christian impulse “prove to have been implicit (ibid. pp.4-

5). Given McCahon’s recent international re-assessment (see A Question of Faith) 

perhaps Gibbons also deserves re-appraisal. 
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following the mineral boom of the late 1950s into the 1960s and the mid 1970s.21 

Whilst I question some of their conclusions in my appendix, my central interest within 

the body of my dissertation is investigating this pivotal period through the intellectual 

sensibility and challenges to Modernism and sources of belief that occupied Gibbons. 

Thus central questions that drive this thesis are – what provided the impetus for Gibbons 

to explore Modernism, in what ways did he identify with particular aspects of 

Modernism and thus what approaches to Modernism developed from his exploration?  

There are several, if not many, Modernist sensibilities but what this thesis seeks to 

specify is the sensibility that Gibbons arrived at and in so doing trace those aspects of 

Modernism he disapproved of and those he saw as essential for a serious contemporary 

practice.22 It is his engagement with the entire period of Modernism, at both the 

academic and practical levels, which makes Gibbons oeuvre worthy of study.  Artistic 

Modernism is more recent than philosophical modernity and, depending on which 

scholar is consulted, began during the middle or end of the nineteenth century.23 It has 

been argued that although Modernists “search for universals” they generally disdain 

popular culture and “think themselves and their art apart from and above the ordinary 

events of their day.24 Nevertheless such Modernism emerged in response to the 

 
21 Such as in: Goddard, Julian. “Notes Towards a Western Australian Art History”, 

Praxis M  No.5, Winter issue 1984, pp.14-15; Gooding , Janda. Western Australian Art 

and Artists 1900-1950, A.G.W.A. (Art Gallery of Western Australia), 1987; and 

Topliss, Helen. Provincialism and Modernism in Perth,  unpaginated catalogue, U.W.A. 

(University of Western Australia)., 1989. 
22 The qualities, ambitions and tastes of the “Modernist sensibility” have been debated 

at least since Baudelaire expressed the romantic notion of heroic modernity in 1846. 

The characteristics that Baudelaire ascribed to modernism changed during the 1840-

1860’s period, laying the foundation for the continued debates throughout the 

Nineteenth and Twentieth centuries as to whom and what exemplifies the modern artist. 

For an outline of some of this history see Eitner, Lorenz. “Subjects From Common Life 

In The Real Language Of Men: Popular Art And Modern Tradition In Nineteenth-

Century French Painting” in Modern Art And Popular Culture Readings In High And 

Low, Harry N. Abrams, Inc. New York, 1990, pp.64-75. 
23 Barrett, Terry. Criticizing Art Understanding the Contemporary, Ohio State Uni., 

Ohio, 2000. p.32. 
24Ibid. p.41. 
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urbanization of Western European culture and, through the diminishing importance of 

organized religion and the resulting secularism, increasingly challenged middle-class 

values. Yet as one mode of Modernism became dominant it was defied by its antithesis. 

Thus Courbet and Manet “turned their easels away from nobility and wealth to paint 

ordinary life around them” whilst Gauguin and Picasso sought inspiration in non-

Western cultures, the Futurists celebrated new technology whilst Kandinsky and 

Mondrian “embraced spiritualism to offset the secularism”.25 As will be shown, 

Gibbons, working with a historical overview of Modernism’s development, decided that 

Modernism’s early interest in the everyday of contemporary life (1850-1880’s) could be 

combined with the Modernist interest in metaphysics that later developed within 

Modernism (1910-1950s) to produce a practice that was contemporary yet 

philosophically and religiously meaningful.26 The result is an appreciation of everyday 

life that Gibbons describes through the Christian concept of Immanence.  

 

 Within this thesis I present the argument that Gibbons’s approach to Modernism and 

his resulting use of Immanence can be read as an early example of an “Integral Studies” 

approach to consciousness. Integral Studies is a name given by Ken Wilber to an 

approach whereby the ascending and descending currents in human consciousness 

(transcendent and immanent aspects) is mapped by looking at such concepts across a 

 
25 Ibid. p.33. 
26 The specifics of such dating is debatable, here I have them based on Eitner’s 

commentary prev. cit. and Gibbons’s writing on abstraction referenced throughout this 

thesis. See in particular his “Millenarian Abstraction in the 1860’s: The Spirit-drawings 

of Georgian Houghton” in Waterloo, Nick and Mellick, Ross. Spirit+Place Art In 

Australia 1861-1996, Museum of Contemporary Art, Australia 1996. Gibbons has 

argued that the 1860’s spirit drawings of Georgian Houghton were amongst the first 

examples of this Modernist “mediumship” with “other dimensions”, but acknowledges 

that the first Post-Impressionist Exhibition in London in 1910 or the 1913 Armory Show 

in New York are generally regarded as the point of Modernist departure from the 

everyday to the abstract. Gibbons views Houghton’s oeuvre as the first example of the 

Millenarian and transcendental sentiments that he argues Modernist abstraction is based 

on.    
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range of “knowledge’s”.27 Gibbons through his oeuvre demonstrates the emergence of 

such a consciousness.28  

 

Similar work to that of Wilber was also provided towards the end of the twentieth-

century by linguists and cultural historians such as Neil Douglas-Klotz who have 

retranslated and researched early Jewish, Christian and Islamic texts to recontextualize 

the richer “intellectual, metaphorical, and universal” possibilities of these texts, 

presenting the view that “the whole Newtonian era has tended to “over literalize” the 

creative aspects of spirituality contained within Middle Eastern languages and 

traditions. 29  

 

Douglas-Klotz sees in post-Modernism the hint of a return to midrash - a multi-layered 

interpretive feature of Middle Eastern religious practice that takes into consideration 

audience and context. In all of his books Douglas-Klotz acknowledges this practice as 

central to his approach to scriptural translation. His ideas on midrash match Wilber’s 

ideas on spiritual development when he similarly ties spirituality to higher levels of 

psychological development.30  Klotz, in a similar thesis to Wilber, argues that such 

research returns to and continues the earlier work of psychologist’s such as C.G. Jung 

and mythologist’s such as Joseph Campbell, who believed that the symbolism and 

“truths” of these “traditional cultures” are “embedded in the collective psyche.”31 A 

similar viewpoint of recontextualization is presented by Gibbons, who argues that 

Christian ideas remain central to contemporary Western culture and the Modern psyche. 

Gibbons’s approach to art and symbolism invokes the midrash sensibility which is one 

he sees as central to the intertextual layers of meaning in both Modernism and earlier 

 
27 Wilber, Ken. The Essential Ken Wilber An Introductory Reader, Shambhala, Boston, 

1998, pp.105-107.  He cites Mike Murphy’s Future of the Body, Tony Schwartz’s What 

Really Matters, Murphy and Leonard’s The Life We Are Given and his own The Eye of 

Spirit, as compendiums of the integral view.  
28 Ibid. p.105. It results in the emergence of “unity” consciousness, p.182. 
29 See Douglas-Klotz’s introduction to Prayers of the Cosmos, Harper SanFrancisco 

1990, p.3.  

Mathew Fox and John Welwood are other scholars in this transformational field. 
30 Douglas-Klotz, Neil. Conversation with author at U.W.A. lecture, May 2006. 
31 Ibid. 



 - 25 -

poetic approaches such as those of the Metaphysical poets. In this dissertation I direct 

reader attention to how this, in our present context, can be largely regarded as a late or 

post-Modernist sensibility. By elucidating various layers of Gibbons’s religious ideas I 

perform my own midrash process, returning to the religious foundation of such an 

interpretation in my conclusion. 

 

Gibbons is also of academic interest because he is, with his academic and practical 

interest in the meaning of Western Modernism and the purpose of art, an atypical 

Australian artist.  Yet, as will be argued, it is this very agenda which makes his art of 

wider interest. Perhaps, as Humphrey McQueen purportedly commented, Gibbons 

would have - if he had settled in Melbourne or Sydney - been heralded as one of 

Australia’s prominent Pop artists.32 Whilst exploring Gibbons’s local contribution to 

such styles, questions such as whether the isolation of the West Australian art scene has 

contributed to his neglect must also be asked. Thus while focusing on Gibbons’s 

practice in relation to his international concerns; this thesis also deals with questions of 

authentic practice in relation to issues of provincialism. 

 

The West Australian Context 

In his anthology of West Australian arts writing titled Cinderella on The Beach: A 

Source Book of Western Australia’s Visual Culture (U.W.A. Press 1991), Ted Snell 

argued that a dichotomy exists for Western Australians when contemplating their 

physical isolation and the resulting position towards national and international art. Snell 

noted two positions that have been adopted “from the earliest days of the colony” on the 

impact of isolation: the effect on West Australian activities and sensibilities has 

historically been argued positively as a key to our sporting and financial success and 

negatively as a “defensive position … in all matters relating to the arts.”33 Only 

recently, he said, has the tendency of this “Cinderella Syndrome’s” to silence our 

understanding of our visual culture changed.  “Although it was universally agreed 

                                                 
32 McQueen’s supposedly made the comment “Why don’t we know about this artist? 

His Allsorts suggests that he is at least a major Australian Pop artist of the period” in 

response to my article: McNamara , Phillip. “Tom Gibbons: The Spiritual in Pop Art”, 

Art and Australia, Vol. 36, No. 2, 1998, pp.228-235. McQueen’s comment was passed 

on by Anna Gray to Gibbons (interview prev. cit.) 
33 Snell, Ted. “The Cinderella State” Praxis M, No. 28, 1991, pp.26-27. 
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during the nineteenth century that local arts activities were a rather weak, provincial 

copy of the imported models, by the late seventies a rising consciousness that the 

‘periphery’ can provide a unique vantage point led Western Australians to re-assess the 

value of their isolation.”34 Thus more recently “this ‘glorious isolation’ has been 

adopted to explain the diversity of approach amongst younger artists who are able to 

work with unfettered originality when freed from the necessity to conform to dominant 

theories or trends.”35

 

One of the reasons for the sense of isolation experienced by West Australian artists is 

they were European (usually British) immigrants. When Gibbons arrived in Perth he felt 

isolated from the access to museums and exhibitions he had previously enjoyed. In this 

he was no different from a long history of immigrant or returning artists - from Linton 

and Webb, to Juniper and Guy Grey-Smith, John Beard, Brian Blanchflower and Alan 

Vizents, or Spremberg and Wiebke.36 Their initial response that there is no culture 

means that they have no historical perspective on the local scene, resulting in a series of 

erasures in which their belief that nothing exists a priori their arrival has been repeated. 

More positively their response has meant that they formed groups to combat isolation 

and re-gain attention.37 Their energy in filling the perceived vacuum has created the 

continued energy of the art scene. The value of someone like Gibbons is that he has 

stayed in Western Australia for five decades and has thus been able to halt the cultural 

erasure and to keep experimenting with the genres and concepts dominating the local 

scene. Yet whilst co-currently exploring concepts that were dominant in local practice, 

Gibbons also kept a dialogue with the broader histories of Modernism dominant in his 

 
34 Ibid, p.26. His statement indicates that he means the 1900’s and the twentieth century. 
35 Ibid. 
36 See Davis, Annette, “A Taste of the Perth Art Scene in the 1950s and 1960s”, 

Artwords, Number Five, 1995, pp.5-7, for comment on Grey-Smith. For comment on 

Spremberg and Wiebke see my Master of Fine Art thesis The Fremantle Group. For 

comments on or by the other artists see various articles in Praxis M, particularly Praxis 

M, No.6, Spring 1984 and Praxis M, No.25, Summer 1989. 
37 See Murray Mason’s comment prev. cit. as well as my thesis The Fremantle Group.  
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practice.38 This continued focus on a purpose for art that deals with the problematics of 

Modernism whilst also engaging with new aspects of Modernism makes Gibbons’s art 

different from previous West Australian Modernists and from many other artists. 

Philosopher Ken Wilber would describe Gibbons’s approach as exploring vision-logic; 

an “integral-aperspectival” synthesizing that embraces universal pluralism to find 

“unity-in-diversity”.39 Similar to Gibbons’s criticism of both romanticism and 

abstraction it can be said, again using Wilber’s terminology, that his peers indicate a 

regressive tendency to explore narcissistic concrete-literal or sensorimotor material 

level extensions of ego states.40  

 

During the twentieth century art critics and historians valued Modernists over 

conservative artists, and legitimised their judgements through developmental stylistic 

accounts and generic evaluations.41 This approach to visual art history has resulted in 

historical accounts that track their notions of “originality”, innovation and influence to 

particular Modernist centres and styles. Added to the penchant for an approach that 

combines the secular needs of modern art with a dry materialism is an understandable 

tendency by historians to evaluate art practice by the surviving documentation of 

various institutions associated with the arts.42 Hence the unexpected or private alliances 

are often overlooked and the Modernism of provincial places underestimated. This can 

be seen in statements about the West Australian art scene based on the idea that a 

“professional” art scene did not develop until there were commercial galleries and the 

eventual establishment of an independent state art gallery. Thus, Western Australia has 

been “read” as lagging behind Eastern State developments. While it is efficient to 

 
38 Such as his 1982 Random Landscape series that shared similar concerns as Media 

Space’s photographs, or his process based approach of the 1990s which can be linked to 

a local interest in process e.g. Spremberg and Wiebke 
39  Wilber, Ken. Prev. cit. p.110. 
40 I comment in detail on Gibbons’s viewpoint on romanticism and abstraction later in 

this thesis. Here I have used Wilber’s “ten spheres” of “development that is 

envelopment”. Prev. cit. pp.109-110. 
41 This history is traced in Smith, Bernard. Modernism’s History: A Study in Twentieth-

Century Art and Ideas, University of New South Wales Press, 1998. See pp.188-194 for 

comment on Barr. 
42 Suggested by Smith, ibid, p.188. 
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describe and link the stages of change to an expansion of options, particularly once 

these options have taken hold of the public domain, such histories can ignore the more 

personal histories, which in Perth reveal a broader acceptance to engaging with 

Modernist ideas than previously thought. What my research reveals is a vibrant art 

scene in Perth prior to the commercial gallery era. My argument, in agreement with 

Gooding, is that although in the first half of the twentieth century the “professional” art 

scene was dominated by the male teachers of Perth Technical School there existed 

amongst the various women groups and artists an independent, though somewhat 

reclusive and self-effacing, scene. These latter artists, in particular, were inventing ways 

of relating and constructing cultural forms which provided for the establishment of a 

wider multi-arts scene. This Western Australian arts scene accepted that the arts are a 

“disciplined” practice based on ideas and themes that “may be expressed in more than 

one language.”43

 

By mid-century an assortment of groups and interests formed the foundation for a social 

and dynamic art scene shared by independent artists of both genders who were 

responsive to the local context and Modernist ideas from elsewhere.44 This wider art 

scene flourished in the late 1940s and early 1950s before being narrowed and focused 

into the first group of commercial galleries in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  The 

difficulty for historians is that the development of the sensibilities, prior to these 

commercial galleries and then the post-secondary school of arts and a resulting 

 
43J. Macleod, “The painted Play”, The Black Swan, No. 3, October, 1929. pp.36-37: 

Though mid Victorian era popular painters were criticized for borrowing “from literary 

and dramatic themes to secure attention to their work”, themes do not belong to any 

particular art as they “may be expressed in more than one language”. Macleod then 

discusses visual arts associated with the stage and argues that the “light, colour and 

form” of the artist should be “disciplined” in technique and fit “harmoniously” into the 

wider work. The phrase lifted from the essay and quoted within my thesis has been used 

this way as it heralds questions of style and subject that dominate the specific visual art 

essays of the period while also being evidence of the multi-arts scene spoken about by 

interviewees quoted later in this thesis. Macleod’s focus on visual arts and his line of 

argument allows for my broader application of his phrase. 
44 While I do no explore sexual dynamics here the ideas of gender, relating and cultural 

forms is based upon Michel Foucault 
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academic interest (from the late 1950s onwards, but not firmly established until the late 

1970s), was predominantly within private gatherings and informal groupings.45 

Nevertheless a Modernist sensibility developed in the Perth art scene from the desire for 

artists to find exhibition space, to share ideas and align themselves, however formally or 

informally, with others who shared a progressive attitude towards culture along with a 

scepticism towards such developments (see also Appendix).46 Part of Gibbons’s 

influence was that he held a critical sensibility that looked at contemporary and 

historical developments for artistic inspiration yet refused to associate all developments 

as progressive (that he viewed most as a regression and believed that many locals 

 
45 For example see Thomas, Laurie. “Perth artists paints mural for the bank”, Sunday 

Times, January 30, 1955 p.38. Within his discussion of Robert Juniper’s commission, 

for a mural for the National Bank chambers in the Prudential Building on St., George’s 

Terrace, is an indication of “cafes, hotels and nightclubs” also having murals painted. 

This acceptance of the modern in everyday life, as my thesis argues, was a more 

prevalent sensibility that previously thought. 
46 There has in the Perth art scene always been a gathering of artists around studios. 

They, along with other places, provided venues for exhibitions. These other places 

included: Newspaper House in the 1940s; the Worker’s Union space in the 1950s; the 

Froudist and Prokohov studio’s and private residences in the 1960s; Gallery G, Praxis 

and the smaller High Street Studio Realists in the 1970s; Media Space in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s; The Beach and Giotto in the late 1980s and early 1990s; and, amongst 

others, Customs House, The Verge and Gotham from the late 1980s, through the 1990s, 

to this century. In all decades artists were self sufficient in finding spaces to exhibit 

even if in their homes (such as Voudouris in Roleystone; see later in this dissertation for 

details). Records are anecdotal or often exist as brief notices such as that in Artlook in 

1976 that “The practice of holding an exhibition in one’s home is one which is gaining 

popularity among artists. Among others who have embarked on such a project is 

Amanda Nolan whose paintings will be on display…” (Notice, “Art Exhibition”, 

Artlook, Vol. 2, No. 4, May 1976, p.21.) See also the “collective” or “co-operative 

nature of systems such as Praxis, described by Prince, Don in “Praxis”, Artlook, vol. 4, 

No. 2, March 1978, p.10, or see the Praxis Submission to the Community Arts 

Committee of the Australia Council, April 1975, quoted by John Barrett-Lennard, 

Praxis Co-ordinator in Praxis Practice An Overview of ten years at Western Australia’s 

contemporary art space, Praxis Fremantle 1986, unpaginated.  
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confused internationalism with progress was spelt out in his 1962 Westerly essay Seven 

Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art, discussed later in this thesis). It is this interest in new 

paradigms concurrent with awareness that such paradigms need not be confused with 

progress, nor elevated in status as something to be desired, that Wilber views as part of 

the more complete consciousness.47 My argument is that as early as the late 1950s, and 

certainly by the early 1960s, Gibbons possessed an ironic awareness that allowed him to 

use Modernism to arrive at a “structure-function” analysis of the domains of 

consciousness and experience (both historical and contemporary) akin to that sought 

more recently by such Integral Theorists as Wilber.48  By using such theorists I 

demonstrate the accuracy of Hutching’s description of Gibbons’s “knowingness” as an 

excellent example of Modernist exploration and critique. However I hesitate to call 

Gibbons a post-Modernist (Hutchings does) for Gibbons’s witty “knowingness” can be 

differentiated from Modernist quotation, or post-Modernist ironic play, because he sees 

culture as a meaningful continuance and consistent re-working of traditional structural 

elements.49 As will be shown, Gibbons does not consider the symbolic elements of our 

cultural heritage or contemporary life to be vague, quasi-secret or merely superficial as 

 
47 Wilber, prev. cit. p.111. 
48 Ibid. p.103. See  the section on “Sensibility” further on for a fuller explanation on 

what Integral Theory is and how I apply it in this thesis. 
49 Hutchings, Patrick. Prev. cit. p.6. I write “hesitate” as I consider Hutchings use of the 

term post-modernism apt but he is wittily subversive of the usual application of the 

term. Hutchings, in noting Gibbons use of “knowingness” to render “the motif and 

emotion as one”, plays with the ambiguities of the epoch of modernism as well as the 

ironies of Gibbons, in the era of his early practice, “out-dating” modernism prior to the 

term “post-modernism” being employed. However, although Hutchings defines post-

modernism as “the further exploration of modernism and a critique of it”, and 

establishes Gibbons’s practice as “early on the job” in this critique, there is some 

ambiguity as to how readers would view Gibbons “irony” and the depth of meaning in 

his “newness” if the term post-modernism is applied without the provision of such 

definition.  Hutchings does argue that Gibbons showing of the “new” is a recovery of 

meaning and the linking of spiritual order and  human order so as to encourage us to see 

that “there is no extra and extraordinary object, just God as somehow informing – 

striving-to-inform – all” (ibid). I do refer to Gibbons as post-Modernist several times in 

this dissertation, but on each occasion I describe my usage. 



 - 31 -

                                                

some expressionists, occultists, abstractionists or post-Modernists do. Gibbons’s 

approach to symbolic contextualization, like the more recent integral theorists, instils 

confidence in the meaning of visual symbolism by distilling conclusions about 

interpretation that are not reliant on a vision peculiar to one personality.      

 

It is through the receptivity of other artists to his sensibility that Gibbons found a place 

in the Perth art scene. He was invited by Guy Grey-Smith to become a member of The 

Perth Group, he became an active reviewer for The Critic, was on the editorial board of 

several critical magazines, such as Artlook, was a member of the Print Makers 

Association, an advocate for Praxis and became, both informally and formally a mentor 

of younger artists.50 However, whilst many local artists have sought affirmation for 

their practice by aligning with a group, Gibbons became wary of the ways in which 

local groups tended to be based on adherence to a style rather than a general philosophy 

of investigation.51 The assumption that an identifiable group is determined by stylistic 

practices and discourses was even problematic for The Perth Group, as their divergent 

explorations of Modernism were difficult to hang. They did not continue their 

exhibiting association beyond 1961 and though approached since to join several groups, 

Gibbons has declined.52 It was during this early 1960s period through consideration of 

where, how and who to exhibit with that he became particularly aware of issues of style, 

fashion, plurality and meaning.53   

 
50 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. For his role as “mentor” Gibbons 

exampled his friendships with younger artists as well as his role as Associate Professor 

at Curtin University since his retirement from U.W.A. in 1993.  
51 Ibid. Members of Printessentials wished to form a group. Both abstract and realist 

artists have asked for his association with their aims. 
52 Ibid.  
53 Through examples of Gibbons’s response to expressionism in the early 1960s, and 

abstraction and realism in the 1970s, it will be demonstrated how he developed a critical 

approach that questioned whatever the dominant “fashion” was whilst also advocating 

that a plurality of possibilities be available for practice. Thus whilst critics, such as 

Julian Goddard and Sandra Murray, have analysed the axis of interconnections and 

oppositions to such group formations, through a study of the variations and continuity 

of abstraction, or the modes of figuration and realism for a particular period, in this 

thesis I analyse how an individual artist has negotiated changes in the dominant 
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Gibbons’s central concern is not “the threadbare political ‘issues’ endlessly recycled by 

our media and educational system”, but an interest “in trying out new techniques and 

materials” on content that connects the everyday with Modernist and theological 

history. Intended “as a celebration of everyday life, not without affectionate irony, but 

not without hints of the transcendental either”,54 he shifts the registration of Modernism 

from an abstract hermeneutic to a value of signification and symbolization that, 

although it can be opposed or discredited, attempts to highlight the humanist and 

allegorical dimension of art. Gibbons’s argument is that there is belief in a 

“transcendent” signification still attached to the so-called materiality of much of 

Modern art. Rejecting the recourse to the sublime taken by many artists and critics in 

the past 200 years, Gibbons has sought the spiritual in exactly what the sublime rejects: 

 
aesthetic over several decades to arrive at a particular response to modernism. For 

analysis of local abstract art see Goddard, Julian. Catalogue, A New Possibility, 

Goddard de Fiddes, 1994. For analysis of artists working in the figurative mode see 

Murray, Sandra. Oddfellows the essence of contemporary western Australian figurative 

artists, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, U.W.A. 1996. I have also taken the approach of 

analysing a particular group. For example my Master of Fine Arts thesis The Fremantle 

Group : Abstract Art and its Reception in Western Australia 1985- 94, explores how 

some artists use groups to help define their practice. My thesis presented a sustained 

enquiry and analysis of the art practice of Karl Wiebke and the "theoretical" alignment 

of other Fremantle based artists to Wiebke's position in the late 1980s and early 1990s. I 

examined Wiebke's coming into institutional and commercial success in the late 1980s 

(culminating in a survey exhibition at the Art Gallery of Western Australia) and 

examined the subsequent participation by some of his peers (Alex Spremberg, Trevor 

Richards, Andrew Leslie and Jurek Wybraniec) in the issues of his production. The 

thesis contributes to an understanding of contemporary art making in Perth from 1985-

1994 by establishing part of the commercial, critical and curatorial context that aided 

"the Fremantle Group" in establishing a local presence and reputation. 

54Gibbons, Tom. “NEVER A DULL MOMENT”, exhibition notes, Artplace 

September-October, 1998. 
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the everyday – a course that he believes is in keeping with the historical resolution of 

the transcendent impulse inherent in the Christian doctrine of immanence. 55

 

When he arrived in Perth, and as he became active in the local art scene in the mid to 

late 1950s, Gibbons encouraged a local expansion of possibilities and engagement with 

the discourse of Modernism. Yet, as is also illustrated throughout this thesis, (but seen 

in particular in the section on Philpot), he also warned against what Fredric Jameson has 

since called the logic of late capitalism: art markets, consumerism and media networks, 

fuelled by an art for art's sake paradigm - a globalism which regards Modernism as 

culminating in a hegemonic international style and ignores local issues. 

The role of people crucial to the development of a local Modernist sensibility will also 

be discussed. Particularly people active towards the close of the 1950s and the early 

1960s when Modernism, through groups as well as the promotion of magazines, 

commercial galleries and public collections, was being identified as a contemporary 

term. Of particular impact were members of the U.W.A. English Department. In Esther 

Constable’s view: 

 
55 Gibbons believes that an autonomous and de-historicised art is inexplicable and 

irrational. To make art is to apply some explanatory value and whether the elements 

used be considered traditional or experimental, they are a use of elements already 

existing. Thus for Gibbons the more conscious the act of production, the more one 

realizes that experimentation is less expression and more a sensibility sustained, 

nourished and reproduced through cultural traditions. Art is therefore endowed with the 

metaphors of its history and although this history is in itself problematic, the task of the 

artist is to reconcile the problematics of pictorial representation, symbolism and 

interpretation. This reconciliation is achieved by generating conscious structures which 

in turn generate universalities; the attributes of universality inherent in the structure of 

the mind, which for Gibbons is a reflection of the divine. Once the basic structures of 

the finite system (as all languages are) are worked out, one begins to see that all 

possible combinations re-produce these structural descriptions, thus Gibbons’s 

agreement with me that his Fun and Games series (1995) of collages could be read as 

vanitas, representations of consumer society, or random assemblages of detritus; 

through them one could generate precise intentioned meanings, broader potential 

meanings, or recognize that they were constructed by bringing together distinctive and 

thus disconnected things.  
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From the late 1950s, well into the 1960s and 1970s Tom Gibbons, Alan Edwards and 

Patrick Hutchings appreciated the immense value of the arts to our lives and saw the 

direct relationship between educational institutions and support for the arts. Each was 

significant in developing all the arts - their appreciation, the efforts of all three, 

subsidised and galvanized local activity for many, many years. When the Arts 

Council, Government Departments and other local Universities such as W.A.I.T. 

decided to support the arts or set up Departments devoted to Fine Arts the cultural 

development they undertook were really the cultural channels those three had set up; 

they were really involved in everything. A change in attitude and recognition of their 

efforts is long overdue - they were the arts industry back then and very dedicated." 56  

Lola Ambler conferred “It was known that they (Gibbons and Hutchings) were 

interviewing people and that was significant, people talked about it; there being an 

interest in recording history was important to how we felt.”57

 

Galvanizing the discussion on Modernism during the 1960s were the local periodicals 

The Critic and Westerly. During the 1970s Artlook, the 1980s and 1990s Praxis M and 

in a more limited sense Fremantle Arts Review and the Artist’s Chronicle. There were 

always, as A.J. Ames writes in Artlook, those dissatisfied with the coverage of the 

existing magazines, requesting “more depth” to local art criticism and wishing to set up 

an alternative, yet the “supposed mediocrity” of magazines such as Artlook gave 

publicity to events, raised awareness and provided opportunities for debate.58 Gibbons’s 

active engagement with the local scene is exemplified over this forty-year period 

 
56 Written statement given to me by Esther Constable at the Howard Taylor opening at 

Galerie Düsseldorf 11-11-2001. "You said you’d be here so when you left last week, 

and I remembered what I particularly wanted to say to you about Tom and the two other 

U.W.A. people who worked with him, I wrote it down so it could be said properly…." 
57 Ambler, Lola. interview with author Willetton, October 1999. 
58Ames, A.J. “out and Out Depths”. Artlook, July 1979, p.9. Ames writes that these 

critics often had “laudable aims” but their alternatives were not funded and could not 

produce any practical achievement to provide comparison with the existing magazine. 
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through having reviews, articles or responses to art debates published in all and a central 

part of this thesis is the statements he made in these about Modernist style.59

 

Gooding writes in her essay for the Juniper retrospective catalogue that the 1951-1961 

was a period that “saw a distinct trend towards internationalism and a growth of 

exhibiting options through commercial galleries and art prizes. Strong community 

support assisted major art institutions like the Art Gallery Society (1951) and the 

Festival of Perth (1952) to start up and flourish.”60 The Art Gallery Society, as an active 

adjunct to the Gallery, during this period “invited visiting artists and raised the profile 

of art in the community by showing films on new art trends, organizing receptions, and 

purchasing selected paintings for the Gallery”.61 David McNeill, writing about Ernest 

Philpot’s course towards abstraction during the 1950s period, also comments on the new 

generation of patrons, artists and curators who “resolved to work towards producing a 

more cosmopolitan art scene”.62 I argue that an understanding of Gibbons’s oeuvre 

produces new understandings of this crucial period in the development of local 

Modernism. A major part of my analysis is of his contribution to local debates on 

Modernist styles and “internationalism”, and his role within the local community in 

interacting, and contesting with other stake-holders such as Salek Minc and Philpot, 

what constituted a Modernist sensibility and style. 

 

Modernism and Provincialism 

Modernism was not just contested in Perth. By its very nature Modernism is a militant 

practice. Even in the international centres of art its position has never been secure. For 

example, a seminar held in London in 1977 to discuss “the Crisis In British Art” – a 

response to the criticism of an exhibition “British Art of the Sixties” - addressed the 

                                                 
59 Praxis M is the publication he is published least in. However the example of Gibbons, 

Tom. “Gibbons on Vizents on Snell”, Praxis M, No. 7, Summer 1984/85, p.23 indicates 

that he is informed and willing to get involved. 
60 Gooding, J. essay in Smith, T. ed. Robert Juniper, A.G.W.A., Perth, 1999, p.64. 
61 Organised through the active services of Ferry Korwill and Salek Minc: Wilson, John. 

Ferry Korwill, retrospective catalogue, unpaginated, Fremantle Arts Centre 1992. 
62 McNeill, D. Ernest Philpot Retrospective exhibition 1934-1975, Undercroft Gallery, 

1988 unpaginated. 
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statement: “Modernism is being attacked more than at any time since the early fifties 

and while no clear cut alternatives are being presented, opinions are being stated more 

aggressively than before”. It is an indication that artists and critics who possess a 

Modernist sensibility have been called in to discuss and defend Modernism under a 

variety of climates, and that the “lay people” of each period and context continue to be 

suspicious of its “aesthetic worth” and “monetary value.”63 Indeed this “international” 

example indicates that the techniques, subject matter and the aesthetic worth of 

Modernism has generated continued criticism and conservative response wherever and 

in whatever form it has emerged. That the London debate was reported in the local Perth 

art magazine Artlook, also indicates that Modernism has continued to be debated here 

and that even a city as isolated as Perth was well aware of such debates occurring 

elsewhere. Similarly, the small audience for Modernism in mid-twentieth-century Perth 

is not an argument against the existence of a Modernist sensibility here. Modernist 

practices have always had relatively small audiences – just as post-modernism did in the 

early 1980s – for again this is the nature of Modernism: it is a forward looking rather 

than a conservative movement. Commenting on the small audience attending Umberto 

Eco’s Australian talks in 1982, Ashley Crawford repeated an old homily: small 

audiences were “not an echo of lack of importance” because “a committed few go to the 

source and then spread the word to a broader population”.64 This is precisely one role 

that Gibbons has performed for the Perth art scene. Certainly, as will be fully developed 

within the course of my dissertation, Gibbons arrived in Perth when the aesthetics of 

Modernism was being embedded in the public arena and he played a central role in the 

cultural network that established Modernist ideas here.  

 

In the early 1960s Gibbons argued that local abstraction based upon expressionism had 

been uncritically adopted and that a self-critical and reflective art based on the problem 

 
63 Weller, Helen. “A Crisis In Art”, Artlook, Vol. 4, No. 2, March 1978, p.26. 

Comments by Peter Fuller, Mary Kelly, Bill Pye, John Duggan, Desmond Rochford and 

Alan Jones are reported. 
64 Crawford, Ashley. Editor. The quote comments on the small audience for Umberto 

Eco’s talks in September 1982, Tension 19 – A Chronicle of Australian Art 1980-1989, 

p.27. The location of the talks is not given; one assumes Melbourne and Sydney as the 

surrounding paragraphs mention Robert Rooney and that “82 sees the rise of the 

deconstructionist first wave of postModernists in Sydney”. 
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of context was required. It will be shown that by “context” he meant the whole history 

of Modernism and traditions of art and also local issues, including the uncritical 

acceptance of so-called “international” styles. It will be established that he regarded this 

critical reflection as a rigorously logical enterprise (and ethical), that would expunge the 

emotional and provide a critical Modernist position. I argue that the Modernism this 

engendered – one analytic in attitude yet pushed to contain within the art object the 

paradoxes of formalism, conceptualism and the ruse of traditional conventions an artist 

employs - is the enterprise that is Gibbons’s oeuvre.  I conclude that Gibbons’s 

approach to Modernism is one based on the Christian concept of Immanence and that 

this concept is presented through a style I term metaphysical wit. Furthermore because 

he adopted the stance of joie de vivre - the tactic of joy over naiveté, or ironic 

entertainment within regressive modes – he can be regarded as a post-Modernist or a 

historicist, using the old and seeing the old in the new. 

 

1C. Key Terminology Definitions: Modernism, Sensibility and Immanence 

The thesis studies art practice within the Perth art scene in the period from the late 

1950s until the early 2000s with particular focus on the 1960s. The goal of this study is 

to investigate the development of the oeuvre of Thomas Henry Gibbons (Tom Gibbons), 

to establish his particular use of Modernism (described by me as metaphysical wit) and 

by so doing also comment on his impact on particular local Modernist debates. While 

my thesis is in agreement with such critics as David Bromfield and Wystan Curnow that 

“Modernity is more a matter of sensibility than it is of forms”, I also argue that it is 

through the forms and content choices of the artist that we assess this sensibility.65 The 

example of Gibbons will show that realism does not necessarily indicate the lack of an 

engaged sensibility that can still be termed Modernist.  

 

As will be established, using a variety of mediums and investigating imagery from art 

history’s traditional categories and the mass media Gibbons has, throughout his oeuvre, 

involved himself in debates over abstraction and the negation of the motif, as well as in 

                                                 
65 Bromfield’s comments on “sensibility” are addressed later in this thesis. Curnow is 

quoted in Bloem, Marja and Browne, Martin, Colin McCahon A Question Of Faith, 

Craig Potton Publishing, 2002, p. 224. (from a review of Colin McCahon’s 1975 

Teaching Aids exhibition, New Zealand Listener, October 11 1975). 
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processes of pictorial construction and appropriation.66 However although Gibbons’s 

oeuvre engages with a variety of mediums and styles, he saw abstraction (either 

expressionist or formalist) as an end game of literalism that removes art from 

engagement with the wider world. While Gibbons agrees that form is a trait that 

distinguishes an art object from other experiences of knowledge he does not view form 

as the decisive parameter for interaction; for Gibbons interpretation of painting remains 

within the framework of representation. Thus he sees, and his exuberance is with, 

everyday reality and the cultural traditions and social context of the period: Gibbons is a 

Christian Humanist who wants his audience to engage, however minimally he presents 

it, with his motifs and iconography - the references, resonances, humour, and irony of 

every day life.  

 

The aim of this thesis is therefore to analyse the development of Gibbons’s art practice 

and his artistic intentions with some comment on historic and concurrent developments 

within Western Australia and the wider Australian art scene. Although my particular 

focus is on examining the evolution of Gibbons’s art practice, via a decoding of his 

presentation of symbols and the articulation and structuring of his Modernist 

knowledge, the culturally privileged position of Eastern states artists is also commented 

on in relation to the development of a confident West Australian art scene.67

 
66 See Greenberg, Clement. "Avant-garde attitudes: new art in the sixties", a transcript 

of this lecture printed in Studio International April 1970 pp. 142-145. 

Gibbons throughout his oeuvre has been deeply involved in exploring the dogma upheld 

by Greenberg and his disciples that formalism and the specific materials of art are all 

that inscribe a work with “power”. Indeed many of the key words and the central 

problematic of dominant styles leading from a centre, as used in Australian debates 

about internationalism and formalism, have been derived from, or appear in Clement 

Greenberg’s’ lecture delivered at the University of Sydney, Australia, on May 17 1968. 

As my Masters in Fine Art showed, although the theoretical debate over formalism 

marked the criticism and art of the 1960s, it is a debate that lingers within the Perth art 

scene. 
67 Using the example of Gibbons oeuvre the argument can be given that West Australian 

art, though operating from an informed and reflective base, remains hidden as a part of 

the larger Australian art history.  The conclusion drawn is that although meeting the 

conditions of informed practice West Australian art has been largely excluded from the 
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Modernism 

A central term and concept in the dissertation is ‘Modernism’. While some art historians 

such as Bernard Smith have argued that the term Modernism is now too historically and 

culturally broad, and should be replaced by other terms (he suggests the formalesque to 

describe the period), I nevertheless consider Modernism and its’ related terms of 

Modernist and modern, to possess core meanings and to represent fundamental ideas 

useful for discussing the oeuvre of Gibbons and for addressing the issues of style and 

sensibility within his practice and that of West Australian artists. While Modernism is a 

contested and complex concept it has been, and remains, a critical one in thinking about 

art genres and their succession, adoption and adaptation by artists. 

 

One difficulty in my use of the term Modernist, especially in respect to Gibbons, is that 

many of his contemporaries called him ‘avant-gardist’ rather than Modernist, and 

continued to do so even when Modernism became a common term in the late 1960s and 

1970s.68 However I am primarily interested in a sensibility rather than a style – a 

sensibility I call Modernist that produced several styles including avant-garde ones.69 

Gibbons’s art is based upon an understanding and contemporary re-interpretation of the 

Modernist tradition – it is deeply historical in this respect – and thus more modern (or 

post-modern) than avant-garde. Similarly as the notion of the avant-garde has become 

practically synonymous with the idea of the experimental I considered this term to hold 

too many specific assumptions and values to be useful when also discussing the broader 

sensibilities of West Australian art practice; particularly when it is the conservative 

                                                                                                                                               
dominant Australian art discourse. The dissertation thus also challenges the 

proselytising of the Australian art world around the Sydney-Melbourne nexus.  
68 Avant-garde was the common term of the 40s and 50s (Greenberg never used the 

term until the 60s); for the distinction and history of these terms see Calinescu. 
69 For a more thorough discussion of the concepts and meanings of modern art 

movements than this thesis would allow see texts such as: 

Johnson, Ellen H. Modern Art And The Object, Thames and Hudson, 1976. 

Schapiro, Meyer. Modern Art 19th and 20th Centuries Selected Papers, George Braziller, 

New York, 1979. 

Stanjos, Nikos. Concepts of Modern Art, Thames and Hudson  rev. ed., 1981. 

Smith, Bernard. Modernism’s History: A Study in Twentieth-Century Art and Ideas, 

UNSW Press, 1998. 
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directions and rear-guard pre-occupations of local art that other studies have 

foregrounded.70

 

The theoretical position I take towards the concept of Modernism owes much to critical 

developments in the 1970s and 1980s in which feminist critics such as Helen Topliss 

react to the marginalisation of Australian women artists. In her introduction to 

Modernism and Feminism Australian Women Artists 1900-1940,71 Tolpiss broadens the 

concept of Modernism to one of inclusivity and plurality, arguing that Modernist 

production is culturally and contextually specific and that the discourse surrounding the 

practice is as significant in an assessment of Modernism as the style. Her resulting 

reassessment of content choices, pursuits and sensibility72 provides a model for re-

exploring some of the conservative assessments of West Australian art practice. Indeed 

it will be argued throughout this thesis that an attitude of Modernism, and thus a 

sensibility and practice that can be termed Modernist, is evidenced in several art 

networks (see Appendix for comment on local network practices from the 1930’s 

onwards).  

 

Sensibility 

The term sensibility has been used by people such as Hutchings, Minc and Lewis to 

describe a quality that Gibbons possesses. While their use of the word certainly attracted 

my attention, my use of it for this thesis was prompted by a 1997 review by David 

Bromfield where he discussed the Perth art scene and the need for sensibility rather than 

taste when thinking about and responding to art: 

 

Sensibility is often mistaken for good taste. It is assumed that always knowing the 

right thing to do, what to think so that one will be thought to be talented and 

                                                 
70 Not that I avoid using the term avant-garde, I use it when making comparisons 

between artists; if a critic or historian has described a contemporary of Gibbons as 

avant-garde and Gibbons or another artist is working in the same style or with the same 

ideas, I then apply the term to them. 
71 Topliss, Helen. Modernism and Feminism Australian Women Artists 1900-1940, 

Craftsman House 1996. 
72 See Topliss’s discussion of Preston under “Art and Gender”, ibid. pp.24-27. Topliss 

re-interprets modernism through-out her text. 
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knowledgeable, even wise, is a virtue. In fact, good taste is the province of 

unoriginal, ambitious mediocrities desperate for rules by which to prove 

themselves.          

Sensibility is completely different. A finely honed sensibility always responds to 

first-rate works of art, no matter how unusual, how disturbing, they may be. While 

conventional good taste requires no effort, constant work is needed to keep one’s 

senses and intellect intact. Sensibility requires a hunger to learn.73

 

Whether one agrees with Bromfield or not, his sharp sense of the relationship between 

sensibility and taste reflects the educational role taken by Gibbons in his art criticism 

and cultural commentary. For example in his essay “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern 

Art” Gibbons notes that dogmas of art are structures for establishing and maintaining 

power, wealth and cultural capital and that when looking at art, rather than go on 

“applauding the Emperor’s non-existent Clothes a little too freely and a little too long,” 

one should exercise some “self-questioning” and “re-consider” “the attitudes” that one 

has “more or less unconsciously adopted.” 74  

 

Perhaps Gibbons’s English heritage made him acutely aware that class is fundamentally 

about inequality and it is this sensibility about class that also informs his understanding 

of the local responses to Modernism. His perceptions about lack of local access to 

examples of Modernism has already been noted, his own knowledge of the Modernist 

heritage, combined with awareness of what aspects of Modernism were being accepted 

locally led to the above essay and his involvement in educating the local art audience in 

a range of forums including Art Gallery talks and film nights. The problems of 

provincialism were evidently at the fore-front of his thinking. Yet, as he says in this 

essay, it is within the provincial art debates of Western Australia and his “eighteen 

months” of writing reviews for The Critic, that he forged the basis for this enquiry into 

how and why one responds to art. The essay is an example of Gibbons’s search through 

the fallacies of Modernism for what differentiates yet links it to previous traditions. 

 
73Bromfield, David. “Tasteful Perth lacks sensibility”, The West Australian, July 19th 

1997. These paragraphs open a review dealing mainly with my exhibition at Artplace. 

Bromfield is promoting what Kant called aesthetic judgment. 
74 Gibbons, Tom. “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, Westerly, Vol.1, No.’s 2-3, 

1962. 
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Wilber asserts that it is this search within dogma, without complete and total rejection 

of what it may offer, that allows the Integralist to amass uniting paradigms that then 

allow for the spiritual domain to be viewed as paradoxically both traditional and 

contributing to evolution.75  

 

In his essay, as well as discussing all art as an abstraction, Gibbons questions any 

“orthodoxy” (particularly the “new academy” of abstract expressionism) and warns 

against “limitations of subject-matter and tone” previously imposed on Australian 

painters.76 In this essay Gibbons argues for consideration of a wide approach to 

Modernism – one that is neither justified by “dictatorial assumptions” nor disregarded 

(amongst other things) for its “sentimentality”, “kindliness” or “delight in the real 

world.”77 It is these arguments that are at the basis for the pluralism within his 

sensibility noted by Hutchings.78 However although “liking as much variety as 

possible” Gibbons does place emphasis on appreciating the tone of the work and on the 

operation of “powerful artistic conventions” within the work as all artists are “helped by 

rules, regulation, and conventions.”79 The latter argument leads to Gibbons finding 

“universals” in cultural patterns and traditions that are reworked rather than replaced.80

 
75 Wilber, prev. cit. pp.111-114. When Gibbons in this essay, wants “powerful artistic 

conventions to be operating”, he points out his appreciation of tradition. When this 

develops into the argument that “arts for arts sake” tenants - such as “abstraction”, 

“paint as paint” and “painting as an object “ - are what “all paintings are” he is setting 

the agenda for a sensibility that recognizes that there is the possibility that there are 

concepts all art shares in.   
76 Gibbons, Tom. “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, prev. cit. 
77 Gibbons, Tom prev. cit. See his point 5, 6 and 7; particularly Tenet’s f, g and k. 
78 Hutchings, Patrick. Time+Machine, prev. cit. 
79 Ibid. Tenet k, Gibbons’s italics. 
80 Gibbons similarly questions formal and expressionist abstraction, asking what 

purpose does it serve other than as propaganda for intellectual agendas. It is because of 

this that Hutchings has commended Gibbons for not adhering to an exclusive and 

dogmatic line, saying that Gibbons was neither pro-realism nor pro-abstraction. Whilst 

Hutchings understanding of Gibbons is that he only wanted the individual artist or 

viewer to maintain integrity by questioning the context of what was produced others, 

such as Cedric Baxter, considered Gibbons to belong to an intellectual class of 
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Thus at a time when local practice is said to have been barely Modernist Gibbons was 

questioning the methodology of image construction and the tropes upon which pictorial 

imagination and their signifying chains rely. Essentially Gibbons fore-grounded many 

issues surrounding art practice and appreciation and, as Hutchings points out, one has to 

respect at least his capacities as a thinker and, after reading or looking at Gibbons’s 

work, one is coerced to approach art as something to be thought about. This is akin to 

local artist and theorist Alan Vizents’ view that “We habituate a comparative process of 

the present and the past. It is our mythical imagery of the past that constructs out 

perception of the present. Australia mirrors itself to a limited extent in its own short 

history and to a much larger extent in the active mythology of a past borrowed from 

other cultures dominantly European.”81

 

It is in the pages of Westerly and The Critic in 1961-62 that Gibbons pointed out that 

provincialism is an attitude rather than just a geographic state.82 By 1970 Gibbons’s 

early 1960s arguments in these magazines is echoed by Patrick McCaughey who 

advised that the centre should be treated as a ‘challenge’ and not as an ‘authority’, and 

that its ‘standards’ rather than its ‘style’ is what should act as a guide for Australian 

artists.83 Unlike a great many other Australian based artists, particularly those during 

the 1960s period, Gibbons had an overview of art history that he applied when deciding 

what and why to make art. To this end he considered his Modernist sensibility 

international in the sense that he engaged with notions of meaning rather than just style 

and geographic context.84 Whilst other Australian artists, as indicated by McCaughey 

 
antagonizer’s whose intellectual agenda was to oppose and dispute everything. Whilst 

Gibbons call for a re-evaluation of abstraction and for a revival of realism may have 

confused some, his appreciation of the breadth of practice available to artists has been 

taken by Hutchings to indicate Gibbons’s post-Modernist playfulness and pluralism. 
81 Vizents, Alan. “Perceptual identity”, Praxis M, No. 5, Winter 1984, p.21. 
82 Gibbons, Tom. prev. cit. See the bibliography for a list of his writing in these 

magazines. Esther Constable and Anne Gray articulated the same view on Gibbons 

importance to the local sensibility and debates on Modernism. 
83 McCaughey, Patrick. “Notes on the Centre: New York”, Quadrant, August, 1970, 

pp.76-80. 
84 Gibbons, 1997 interview. Prev. cit. 
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and Smith, may have felt “challenged” by their provincial situation this attitude was 

absent from Gibbons’s own sense of engagement.85 He never seemed to feel the burden 

of parochialism; maintaining his global perspective within an appreciation of the local. 

 

Gibbons’s essay, responding to his own involvement in the art scene as a way of being 

self-reflective and yet contributing further to the then current art debates, is illustrative 

of his sensibility: where his arguments against adopting an International style, simply 

because of a prevailing currency of taste, indicate an understanding of international 

relations as being structurally equivalent to relations of class difference as well. He 

models self-reflection and education as ways of enriching experience. 

 

Gibbons’s involvement in the art scene and his oeuvre indicate this hunger to learn, to 

consider and respond to art through knowledge. My use of the term “sensibility” has 

further basis in feminist writing via the example of Janine Burke who used it in her 

essay “Sense and Sensibility Women’s Art and Feminist Critics”.86 Burke uses the idea 

of sensibility as a way of exploring how artists were engaged, informed, challenged and 

enriched by artistic activity. Keeping with Burke’s use of the term this sensibility is not 

“stultified and trapped by a spurious historical determinism” but admires a range of 

practice from the lowbrow and trivial to that produced from a more consciously defined 

attitude.87  

 

What is central here is the evident process that Gibbons’s sensibility went through. To 

question Modernist-creativity and to arrive at what one considers the true significance 

of the creative act is, for Gibbons, to wrestle dialectical phenomenology, gather in the 

appropriations (Heidegger) and arrive at the conceptual parameters of consciousness 

and being. Gibbons’s conclusions that Modernist-creativity, as vague spiritual feelings 

and the triumph of the personal is not to be trusted, his decision that symbols are 

rational re-constructions of pertinent historical information and cultural tradition, that 

consciousness is located within both history and our use of the everyday, is to be 

 
85 McCaughey, Patrick. Prev. cit. and Smith, Terry “The provincial problem”, Artforum, 

Vol. 13, Sept. 1974, p.54. 
86 Burke, Janine. Field Vision A Decade of Change: Women’s Art in The Seventies, 

Viking, 1990. pp.19-23 
87 Ibid, p.23. 
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appreciated for the rigor of the “wrestle”. It should also be noted that until relatively 

recently Gibbons was reluctant to comment on the relationship between his intellectual 

rigor, aesthetic sensibility and his particular understanding of immanence. As this 

section of the dissertation deals with all these aspects of his sensibility I would like to 

preface much of what will be discussed by saying that such an affinity between the 

everyday and a greater whole, is a sensibility that many philosophers have arrived at. 

However, as contemporary philosophers such as John Albin Broyer, Denis Dutton and 

Michael Krausz have observed, it is a sensibility that few have developed viable 

hypotheses on, and that those who have, resort to a religious vocabulary because, 

although vague, “such terms nevertheless make the experience, aesthetic appreciation 

and symbolic reconstruction of such practice conceptually accessible.”88 Gibbons’s 

genre vocabulary and symbolic reconstruction of the everyday to suggest joy and 

Immanence is an attempt to communicate such a sensibility.89  

 

The Modernist’s agenda has been read as a more radical take-up of the Romantic 

movement’s use of the term “creative”. In so doing, Modernists, in their defiance and 

rejection of the old and in fore-grounding “newness”, so that “all traditional academic, 

 
88 See Krausz, Michael. “Creating and Becoming” in Dutton, Denis and Krausz, 

Michael (editors) The Concept Of Creativity In Science And Art, Martinus Nijhoff 

Publishers, 1981. p.196.  Most writers that I quote in the conclusion of this section, such 

as Wilber and Welwood, are in agreement with this statement. 
89 See also: Austin, James H. (M.D.) Zen and the Brain, The MIT Press, Massachusetts, 

1999, where Austin provides research that “mystical” experiences of unity are reported 

by 12% of the population but that 43% of one particular generational sub-group have 

reported such experiences. Austin’s hypothesis is that this sub-group had been 

“sobered” at a young age by the Depression and the consequences of the World Wars, 

although not necessarily first-hand. He argues that a person sensitized to existential 

issues gains some capacity for registering integrating experiences although “few go all 

the way”: see p.536, p.579 and p.627. Gibbons’s background fits Austin’s hypothesis 

while also suggesting that Gibbons’s “penetration” to “integrative awareness” is 

relatively uncommon. Throughout this dissertation I outline how Gibbons responded to 

the limitations in modernism’s responses to the existential issues of “being”. My 

argument is that Gibbons’s use of Christian immanence is a conceptual framework 

which parallels (amongst others) Austin’s and Wilber’s descriptions of unity awareness. 
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even learned models” were viewed as “actually or potentially hostile to it” and therefore 

“must be swept away”, also appeared to do away with all traditions.90 Yet in contrast to 

this rhetoric of revolution Modernism’s use of the “primitive”, the “unconscious” and 

the “other”, can also be read as evidence of “creativity” requiring precedence, and 

indicative of an “imperialising project”, wishing to appropriate and develop a syncretic 

mode so as to appear “universalising”, rather than as a dialectic interaction.91 This is 

precisely Gibbons’s point: that the Romantic and Modernist themes and ideas did have 

precedence and that this included their universalising and syncretic project which was 

still in a dialectic interaction with its own Western Christian history. His central concern 

was that local artists and audiences consider their interaction with Modernism and he 

hoped that such consideration would result in reconciliation with tradition and Christian 

ideas.  

 

The difficulty for the early Modernist artist was that through the influence of 

Schopenhauer the artist was “confirmed in all his ambitions (his spiritual election, 

genius, clairvoyance, mediating role) and consoled for the social and psychological 

miseries of his life”, however here is “a philosopher who instead of laying claim to the 

superiority of dialectics and reason, devalues them in favour of direct and immediate 

intuition, that which the artist, who is the least adept in arguments and demonstrations, 

experiences within himself and, he thinks, is able to express as a work of art.”92 Caught 

up in Schopenhauer’s “accessible” but “limpid rhetoric” it was suggested to such artists 

that they did not even have to study or even understand philosophy or history “since 

everything he produces as an artist implicitly contains the conclusions and discoveries 

of philosophers. He is doing Schopenhauer unbeknownst to himself and proves himself 

by his example.”93 Besancon concludes that such philosophy was a boon only for lazy 

minds content with approximations. It is such rhetoric and laziness that Gibbons 

 
90 William, Raymond in Timms, Edward. and Collier, Peter. Editors. Visions and 

Blueprints Avant-garde culture and radical politics in early twentieth-century Europe, 

prev. cit. p.5. 
91 This is Bernard Smith’s overview and argument in Modernism’s History, prev. cit; 

although these notions of the primitive (pre-historic) and unconscious were considered 

a-historical and universal. 
92 Besancon, prev. cit. pp.301-302. 
93 Ibid. p.302. 
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continuously warned readers and artists about. Practically-critically he presented art as a 

dialectic, constituted by the history of ideas, and urged people to make themselves 

aware of, and to consciously engage with (rather than passively accepting from some 

mythical centre), the ideas and universalities the art world presented.94

 

Gibbons’s Modernist Sensibility in Relation to the Provincial Situation 

That Gibbons’s sensibility was “good at fleshing out locally modes in vogue elsewhere” 

yet “good at catching the local place, the local motif” is proven in this dissertation.95 As 

will be shown his Modernist sensibility was such that, in a period when “Modern” 

artists were sharply divided between expressionist or abstract, he understood that “the 

‘abstract’ and the ‘mimetic’ interpenetrate.” Thus for Patrick Hutchings and central to 

my argument that Gibbons’s sensibility was proto-Integralist, is the viewpoint that in his 

“visual and affective knowing”, his freedom “within conventions” and his use of “post-

modernism” Gibbons: 

                

…has done his bit in the post-Modern battle, splendidly… As, indeed, 

Modernism, in a sense, was outdated when Gibbons wrote his ‘Several Deadly 

Dogmas…’ piece. We could, of course, have post-Modernism, ‘post-post 

Modernism’ and ‘post-post-post Modernism’ and so on for as long as you like. We 

could indeed, and this would be exactly like Gibbons’ iterated photocopies of 

photocopies: Vanitas in real life? As ever, Tom Gibbons was there, early.” So that 

“If post-Modernism is at once the further exploration of Modernism and a critique 

of it, then Tom Gibbons was early on the job. What he painted went, often, beyond 

critique into discovery, and into a showing of the genuinely new.96

 

While local and national histories state that a shift to a Modernist sensibility developed 

within Western Australia in the 1970s, that is a decade or two later than it did in the 

Eastern states of Australia, there is some evidence that it was established locally in the 

late 1930’s (see my Appendix). By the early 1960s West Australian artists held both 

Modernist intentions and produced an art modelled on a Modernist language that was as 

conceptualized and articulate as those Eastern State artists whose names dominate the 

                                                 
94 Gibbons essay “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, prev. cit. is one example. 
95 Hutchings. Prev. cit. p.3.  
96 Ibid. p.6. 
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Australian art historical record. It will be argued that this “Modernist sensibility” is 

particularly evident within the oeuvre of Tom Gibbons and that he has produced a 

significant body of work that should be presented alongside his Modernist 

contemporaries in the Eastern states. It will be further argued that whilst his art and 

critical practice allowed a local audience to engage with the ideas of ‘International 

Modernism’ his stance towards “contemporary fashions”, either in “ideas or 

techniques”, meant that he was outspoken about any “issue”, “personality cult”, or sign 

of “tedious propaganda” and hence never aligned with any movement.97 Furthermore 

his particular response to expressionism included criticism of the Antipodean Group and 

his belief that an Australian pre-occupation with either the pessimistic urban or the 

transcendental landscape was too angst ridden and passé for a truly post-war Modern 

world. In this latter point he was well ahead of his time, such views not being generally 

articulated in Australia until the 1970s and 80s (eg Paul Taylor’s Popism). However, his 

sensibility was against orthodoxy and aesthetic dogma and is underpinned by Christian 

Humanist and mythic concerns that align well with the Antipodean Group’s viewpoint 

as presented by Bernard Smith. 

 

Gibbons’s sensibility was both informed by and informed the Perth art scene of the 

1956-1964 period, particularly as it was presented in the pages of The Critic in the early 

1960s. Here, it was argued, a critical or informed understanding of Modernism (and 

abstraction in particular) would produce a wider engagement with its component parts 

and with a sense of context or place. Concurrent with debates about context were 

debates about issues of surface quality and form, with particular focus on the issue of 

“technique”, with “quality” “effects” and control central to ideas of professionalism. It 

will be shown that Gibbons and his peers constructed the idea that art is a negotiated 

and contextualised response to experience through knowledge, hence the idea in this 

thesis of a “Modernist sensibility” as crucial to the development of depth and breadth to 

the local scene. 

 

 
97 Gibbons, interview prev. cit. His favourite terms across many interviews. Particular 

references to his textural use of these terms occurs later in this thesis. This statement 

also summarizes Patrick Hutchings position in: McNamara, Phillip. “Tom Gibbons: 

‘painting now!’ introductory essay in Time+Machine Tom Gibbons: Artwork 1955-98, 

Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 1998, pp.1-6. 
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Tied to Gibbons’s belief that context or provincialism need not affect a broader uptake 

of Modernist concerns was his particular approach to content. This was his most 

original contribution as an artist and critic, and sets him apart from the dominant 

materialism (especially Marxist materialism) of his generation. He viewed Modernism 

and Modernist culture as dominated by metaphysical concerns and it is these ideas that 

he wished to use art to re-contextualise. During the 1960s Gibbons presented 

convincing evidence that science was regarded by early Modernists as an affirmation of 

the mystical and it was this vision, not the materialist one,  that the dynamism of 

Modernist art actually attempted to evoke. However it was not until the 1970s and the 

1980s that this view on the impact of the spiritual on Modernism gained wider 

credence.98 During the same period Gibbons used a symbolic realism in his art to 

explore the same “universal” concerns.99

 
98 Through Ringbom in the 1970s and Maurice Tuchman in the 1980s. Journals or 

newsletters, dedicated to unravelling hermeticism in Modern Art, have eventuated; such 

as Cauda Pavonis (edited by John F. Moffit), to which Gibbons has contributed essays 

such as “Hermetic Vision and “Vanitas” Motifs in Early Cubist Still-lifes’”, Cauda 

Pavonis., new series, Vol. 6, No.1, Spring, 1987, pp.9-15.Gibbon’s viewpoint in the 

1960s was mainly presented in The Critic and his thesis. It is interesting to note that 

Gibbons presented his viewpoints alongside Tuchman (who provided an overview of his 

exhibition and book The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985) in the second 

Christensen Lecture at A.G.W.A. in 1988. He should have felt vindicated, however as 

late as the 1990s David Bromfield in conversation with me (in 1994 within the tutoring 

situation) was disparaging of Gibbons interest in this field, and although Gibbons essay 

‘Cubism and “The Fourth Dimension” in the Context of the Late 19th Century and 

Early 20th Century Revival of Occult Idealism’, prev. cit. was on the reading list for our 

discussions on Cubism Bromfield considered the case unproven, of minor interest, and 

wondered why Gibbons continued to devote research time to this area. The importance 

of Gibbons research in this area is indicated by the 2003 request to make Room in the 

Darwin Hotel more widely available by re-publishing it on line. 
99 As will be shown even his Op abstractions were a type of abstract realism based on 

Christian ideals. Perhaps this lack of acceptance for his ideas was the reason that it was 

until the early 1980s that Gibbons began to more specifically address these two strands 

of materialism and the metaphysical in his oeuvre; for example his 1982 Metropolitan 

Random Landscape Series dealing with questions of detachment, chance and art as an 



 - 50 -

                                                                                                                                              

 

While Gibbons’s oeuvre necessarily deals with the ambiguity of meaning in art, he 

concludes that it remains problematic if left as an existential or materialist issue, and 

should be understood in metaphysical terms that are closely connected to his notion of 

immanence.  According to Gibbons Immanence comes “naturally and unaffectedly to 

me”, but he is also aware that paradox and ambiguity can remain for those who do not 

recognize metaphoric relationships and for these contemporary viewers the framework 

“unfortunately seems completely incomprehensible.” 100  

 

Gibbons, attempted to make his natural religious feeling comprehensible to himself and 

viewers through a conceptual and historical approach. Not surprisingly for an 

intellectual, he found the ambiguity and paradoxes disconcerting.  His oeuvre is this 

struggle with addressing what he terms the viewer’s unfortunate incomprehension. Thus 

the irony, wit and use of Modernist styles throughout his oeuvre are a means of keeping 

this ambiguity at a distance whilst he tried to logically arrive at a conclusion. However 

Gibbons’s experience follows the argument presented by many spiritual teachers that 

although intellectual understanding of the metaphysical is necessary, the conceptual 

explanation will not help the direct experience.101 What can be observed is that 

Gibbons’s oeuvre moves from exploring  geometric and painterly surface structures, 

with esoteric symbols imposed upon the still-life composition as in Still-Life: Jongleur 

(1958; illustration No. 3) and Orbiting Still-Live’s (1959; illustration No. 5),  to work 

such as The Tarot Card’s (1970; illustration No.’s 16 and 17) and Film Star series 

(1975-1978; illustration No’s 7 and 25)  that look for a system to understand the 

archetypal.102  His oeuvre moves from a painterly to a more “cooler” Pop aesthetic that 

 
imposed language, and his 1981 Still-life Studio Interior Series and 1984 Vanitas Still-

life Series dealing with questions of meaning as an interior structure of either the artist 

or culture and tradition. His most recent series such as Fun and Games (1995) and his 

2005 Alphabet (Poem) series, more random word works in the manner of Regal 

Zonophone Variations (1972), combine both strands into the one series. 
100 Gibbons. Letter to author 29th December, 2004, prev. cit. 
101 Suzuki, Shunrya. “Direct Experience of Reality”, Not Always So, Quill, New York, 

2002, p.99. 
102 Although the symbolism, such as his use of the Tarot, may be regarded as somewhat 

esoteric his academic research during the period indicates that he, like the writers he 
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introduces an ironic distancing which also emotionally distances the viewer from the 

symbolic resonances. In the late 1970s, wishing to make an art that is both rational and 

spiritually “serious”, Gibbons then began a more direct examination of the metaphysical 

through the tradition of the Vanitas genre. He maintains irony and Pop wit through the 

wedding of contemporary products and mass-media advertising to this tradition. It is 

clear that by the mid 1980s Gibbons had arrived at the realization (similar to that of 

integral theorists), that nonetheless can be seen retrospectively to underlay his entire 

oeuvre, that there are deeper structures and philosophical penetrations to be had that rely 

not on the esoteric transcendent, but on observing the present whole that is the 

everyday. Gibbons’s viewpoint combines the immanent strand of Christian theology 

with a Wittgenstein perspective that language plays with but cannot capture the ground 

of being that he wishes to convey.103  

 
admired, was interested in redefining and analysing aspects of this symbolism as 

inextricably religious but also culturally Christian. See: Gibbons, Tom. “The ‘Waste 

Land’ Tarot Identified”, Journal of Modern Literature, November 1973, pp.560-565.  
103 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. This is his own understanding of his 

oeuvre but one I agree with. i.e. As expressed in his 1970s literature course for U.W.A. 

Gibbons’s approach to art follows the ideas of Wittgenstein that culture is based on a 

“symbol” system of tradition. Although also a social organization, and within such a 

dynamic this symbol domain changes, such change only occurs in response to existing 

material and structures. Describing this process Coleridge spoke of “synthetic 

imagination” and T.S. Eliot wrote “when a poet’s mind is perfectly equipped for its 

work it is constantly amalgamating disparate experiences” (Eliot, T.S. Selected Essays, 

Faber and Faber London 1951, p.287). From this viewpoint art is thus always a 

variation and synthesizing of pre-existing material and even world changing 

innovations, such as Darwin’s theory of evolution, come about through transformation 

of previous material. Hence Gibbons’s use of the vanitas tradition, collage, Pop and 

mechanical reproduction, where the material that the imagination works with comes 

from the external world. For Gibbons such “synthesizing” and “amalgamating” is 

collage like in the way it processes and transforms. Within these parameters the 

imagination can neither be intensely personal nor exceptionally creative or “genius” 

like. Although each individual’s collage of this material is subjective to the extent that it 

is influenced by that individual’s experiences and exposure to various elements, it is 

ultimately determined by a social context which operates through common patterns. For 



 - 52 -

                                                                                                                                              

 

Gibbons was critical of conventional explanations of Modernism as simplistically anti-

tradition, preferring to emphasise the criticality of Modernism which, he noted, uses as 

much as abuses tradition. He was scathing of uncritical uses of Modernist styles by local 

artists, particularly of local abstraction based upon expressionism. 104 Indeed it is his 

 
Gibbons these patterns are historically conditioned and his call for artists and critics to 

be interested in consciously dealing with these sources is a way of negating the 

subjective belief in the supremacy of the artistic individual. Gibbons values reason 

above the emotional elements brought into consideration by the Romantic evolution at 

the end of the Eighteenth Century, yet he doesn’t say that he wishes to eradicate such 

elements, he just argues that in modernism such element shave evolved to become too 

private and mystical to be of communicative use. It is the mystical transcendent 

imagination and the materialism of high modernism that Gibbons argues against by 

arguing that Christian symbolism is the material that still dominates our culture and that 

the presence of this material still conditions and gives direction to it. 
104 Complexity is added to Gibbons’s aesthetic viewpoint when his arguments about 

emotion in art are taken into account (particularly his use of symbolism and stance 

against abstraction). Historically the symbolist’s influenced both expressionism and 

early abstraction, the question arises as to how Gibbons avoids these associations? 

Gibbons’s use of symbolism is transformed by what he terms “affectionate irony” or as 

Hutchings noted a decorative and formalist distancing (Hutchings, Patrick. “The Perth 

Group” review The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 11). Aesthetic theorists such as the English 

philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) argued for a neo-realistic philosophy 

of symbolism and, akin to the Platonic ideas, that nature is something derived from 

eternal objects and thus god is the central source and symbolic reference of all 

appearances. Gibbons’s use of realism and his symbolic conception of art as a social 

metaphysics express the same “objective idealism” of Whitehead’s philosophical work. 

However Gibbons varies in his understanding of the social purposes of symbols, 

whereas Whitehead understood symbols as an instrument of psychical and emotional 

expression, Gibbons regards such “correspondence” as cognitive and intellectual rather 

than emotional (for an overview of Whitehead see Basin, Yevgeny.  Section 3 “Art and 

Symbol” pp.97-112 in Semantic Philosophy Of Art, Progress Publishers Moscow, 1979. 

Two collections of his articles were published in 1961 to mark the centenary of his 

birth. His views have influenced Neo-Kantian conceptions of art as symbolic form and 
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continued use of elements of realism, his refusal to settle for either abstraction or 

representation, which has kept his oeuvre constantly open to new aesthetic modes. This 

“ironic” stance of being playfully “aware” yet not compelled to adopt prevailing 

Modernist styles has also led to Gibbons’s “astuteness” being useful “practically-

critically” for debate.105 However such awareness, until the “knowing-ness” of post-

modernism allowed his oeuvre to be read as “early post-Modernist”, saw his oeuvre 

regarded as “playing” with Modernism rather than advocating a particular brand of 

Modernism.106 Hence, without any alignment to a particular group of artists arguing for 

either representation or abstraction, Gibbons has been viewed as practicing alongside 

aesthetic shifts rather than especially noticeable at the forefront of advocacy for such 

shifts. Again it is post-modernism that has allowed Gibbons’s ironic deconstruction of 

Modernism, his advocacy for pluralism and his philosophical and metaphysical interest 

in the textual activity of history and culture’s meta-narratives, to be more fully 

appreciated. Yet, as will be shown by this thesis, Gibbons’s exploration of Modernism 

and his critique of it, is selective of the canons he deconstructs. Thus it will be shown 

that in challenging the elitism of the high Modernist tradition through his stylistic use of 

modes such as Pop and collage, as well as his use of technical characteristics such as 

play, chance, deconstruction, text, irony and immanence, he nevertheless takes up 

characteristics of art and meaning from earlier genres and traditions.107  

 
the phenomenological theory of art as virtual symbol.) Whitehead’s use of mystical 

thought is reflected in Gibbons sensibility. 
105 McNamara, Phillip. prev. cit. pp.2-3. 
106 Ibid, p 2 and p. 6. Bromfield commented on Gibbons’s “dilettantism” and 

“nostalgia” when I made my initial proposal in 1996. His use of these words seemed to 

suggest that both Gibbons scholarship and aesthetic tastes had at times been 

questionable. He clarified no further than saying that Gibbons contribution to local 

debate “seems to have been appreciated up until the mid 1970s” but that his viewpoint 

on abstraction as a cul-de-sac had been left behind in the 1980s and 90s by artists such 

as Wiebke (part of a local shift towards abstraction that I had just completed my 

Masters on). 
107 For a discussion on the many different uses of post-modernism see Rose, Margaret, 

A. The post-modern and the post-industrial a critical analysis, Cambridge University 

Press, 1991. From this text pages 42-53 are relevant here for the characteristics of 

Gibbons’s art appear to share characteristics of post-modernism as outlined in the 
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 It is Gibbons’s investigation of the characteristics of Modernism and how they operate, 

and his replacement of Modernist ideas of angst, the transcendental and alienation with 

ideas of immanence and the discourses of “tradition”, that this thesis elucidates.  By the 

conclusion it is established that his paintings have tended to be “affectionate” urban and 

predominantly in the tradition of still-life. Informed by his academic work the content 

often uses elements of cool wit that are sophisticated in their references to art history, 

religion and contemporary everyday life. One may call such realism and affection 

classicist, or term his references and ironical stance on transcendence post-Modernist, 

however whatever broad terms one uses to understand his stance on Modernism 

Gibbons’s sensibility is formed around a thorough understanding of Modernism. Thus it 

is his response to what he views as the inadequacies of high Modernism, in particular its 

expressionist modes, which makes a study of Gibbons’s oeuvre informative of the 

debates that surrounded particular responses to Modernism and the up-take of certain 

styles both locally and nationally. This study of Gibbons therefore adds to and to some 

extent critiques current understanding of how local practices respond to trends from 

“elsewhere” in ways that are not as parochial and naïve as is often considered.108

 

Gibbons’s Sensibility as an ‘Integralist’ Approach 

I present the case that Gibbons’s approach is integrative because, in his critique of 

Modernism, he attempts to reconcile those binaries he sees as central to it. Like the 

Integral Theorists, Gibbons argues that artistic “progress” is an “unfolding” of inherent 

                                                                                                                                               
dichotomies presented by Ihab Hassan. Interestingly Hassan’s post-modernism begins in 

the 1890’s, the period central to Gibbons’s academic studies. Gibbons himself argues 

that all aspects of post-modernism, such as irony, said to be characteristic of post-

modernism, are also part of the canon of modernism although less emphasized in the 

expressionist period of modernism that led to the ‘ism’s’ that used the industrial urban, 

the primitive, the transcendent and the romantic. Gibbons’s views, which agree with 

that of Bernard Smith’s formalesque, are expanded within this thesis.  Whether 

Gibbons’s work is Modernist or post-Modernist is eventually a theoretical side issue 

and is introduced here in the manner that Hutchings used it: as a means of indicating the 

relevancy of Gibbons oeuvre to a discussion on how modernism developed locally.  
108 Hutchings, Smith, Bromfield, Snell, and Burn are amongst the many writers 

explored in this thesis who have advocated such studies of the local. 
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universal structures and relationships.109 He recognizes art as a cultural system integral 

to maintaining the relationship between everyday life and deeper symbolic structures. 

Furthermore the tension-resolution process whereby Gibbons gave his sensibility 

structural integrity, is the process explored by this dissertation. Depending on the reader 

the responses and resolutions to the epistemological conflicts which confronted Gibbons 

will seem simple, complex or unresolved. However I remind the reader that I do not 

attempt to resolve these conflicts inherent in Modernism, but rather to demonstrate the 

tensions and resolutions generated for and by Gibbons. In doing so I explore aspects of 

the Modernist debate - the nature and power of creating and Gibbons’s concern with 

quantitative and qualitative tensions in art and a changing culture - however I examine 

these aspects only when they are explicit in Gibbons’s oeuvre and only in relation to his 

intent. I acknowledge that answers to questions such as what meanings are intrinsic to 

human consciousness, whether art is a language and meanings can be shared, and 

whether history can be regarded as a continuous projection of the past, are all highly 

contestable. I am describing Gibbons’s beliefs, not advocating them. 

 

Gibbons’s sensibility is a product of his synthesizing of diverse disciplines, historical art 

traditions and ideas. Following the various strands of his development is a formidable 

task if one attempts to examine pieces separately. However if one acknowledges the 

complexity of making intelligible another’s exploration of cultural histories and ideas, 

and views the subject of integration as of greatest importance, then one uses 

descriptions of the process of exploration to magnify the broad conceptions that result 

from such a synthesizing. This thesis is an exploration and magnification of the 

concepts that Gibbons has come to see as central to Western culture and central to the 

issues raised by particular strands of Modernism. The focus is on a description and 

analysis of how he practically and critically responded to the issues he saw within 

Modernism in regard to metaphysical questions. 

 

Simply put and as implied by my dissertation’s title, there is throughout Gibbons’s 

oeuvre a religious and Modernist sensibility that he attempts to reconcile. He achieves 

this reconciliation, as well as gains comprehension of the art process and the making of 

 
109 Gibbons’s position on evolution is developed in detail in later sections of this thesis. 

His book Rooms in The Darwin Hotel studies and critiques these ideas. For the Integral 

perspective see Wilber, prev. cit. pp.113-114, 98-99 and p.156. 
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meaning, through a witty erudition and distancing from his material that I describe as 

metaphysical wit. This description of restoring wit to the metaphysical is based on 

Gibbons’s use of a “joko-serious” tone within his oeuvre (developed from his study of 

literature), and the idea taken from Integral Studies (which I base my conclusions about 

Gibbons’s oeuvre on) that humour is a distancing from the ego that heals the 

transcendence-immanence paradigm (as I show a paradigm central to Gibbons’s 

oeuvre).110 Of course not every work by Gibbons conforms to this agenda. Wit is 

interrelated to irony, humour and a sense of play, but to be witty is reliant on applying a 

highly educated sense of juxtaposition and referencing. There are works, such as those 

developed from advertisements on women’s underwear (circa 1975) or repetitions of the 

same shape coloured differently and given a range of topographical names (circa 1998), 

where the wit is not mixed with erudition and, once removed from their period, these 

works become tedious, banal or kitschy. However as these works form only a small 

proportion of his oeuvre (and have been mostly destroyed by him) I leave them out of 

my discussion. What I focus on are those works, and in particular series, which 

elucidate Gibbons’s endeavour to use Modernist styles and his sense of play to wittily 

suggest that human nature is something that can be defined by linking the everyday to 

the metaphysical and particularly the Christian concept of Immanence.   

 

Through out this thesis I explore Gibbons’s Christian conceptual framework as pre-

dating yet sharing similar philosophical concerns to more recent “one taste” of 

philosophy and spirituality presented by Integral Theorist’s such as Ken Wilber.111 

Integral Theory is an over-arching theory of development and evolution that covers the 

physical, biological and social worlds. Such theorists attempt to integrate the central 

philosophies, scientific theories and cultural worldviews as they appear across all eras, 

societies and places – hence the name Integral theory.112 For Wilber there are many 

“integral” or “holistic” ways to explain consciousness and anybody who is exercising 

 
110 “joko-serious” is a term used by Gibbons through-out: Gibbons, Tom. Literature and 

Awareness An Introduction to the Close Reading of prose and Verse, Edward Arnold, 

Australia, 1979. In his writing he also refers to the “serio-comic”. I use these terms 

interchangeably in this dissertation. See also Wilber, Ken. prev. cit.  p.185. 

111 Wilber is essentially after a framework for what he describes as “the universe of One 

Taste”. See Wilber, Ken. Prev. cit. 1998, pp. 129, 135,-139, p.160. 
112 Ibid. pp.102-104. 
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“all the major capacities and dimensions of the human bodymind” is putting “together 

their own integral practice.”113 Complicating any analysis of the “structure-function” of 

consciousness is that it takes both individual and collective forms. However Wilber 

argues that at this particular point in history we can study consciousness in an objective 

way so as to arrive at three dimensions of being: matter/body naturalism (realism); 

mental (conceptual, surrealistic, abstract); and spiritual (contemplative, 

transformative).114 Gibbons’s oeuvre largely pre-dates, yet provides similar insights into 

human experience as the Integralist’s. I present evidence that Gibbons examined art 

styles in relation to each of these dimensions to arrive at a style that uses the spiritual 

dimension to give meaning to the mental and material. What will be demonstrated is 

that Gibbons noted that within Modern art the metaphysical territory of philosophy had 

been divided from a depiction of everyday life and taken into realms of abstraction 

which are, from his perspective, empty and meaningless. For Gibbons the consequent 

loss of realism and its basis in traditional symbolism has resulted in a contemporary life 

that denies cultural self-knowledge through commitment to a meaningless 

individualism.115 As will be shown, Gibbons does not view the Modern ability to detach 

ourselves from our lives as useful if it becomes purely transcendent, however he does 

believe that such reflective practices are useful if they take the middle-ground of wit and 

irony as these flavour the everyday with a transcendent distancing that nevertheless 

“tastes” the structures and patterns within which our experiences are held.116  

 

Furthermore according to integral studies it is important that Gibbons’s spiritual 

endeavour is grounded in intellectual awareness and a rational base.117 In an echo of 

Gibbons’s 1960s argument, Wilber believes that to remain at a feelings-emotional level 

 
113 Ibid. p.105. 
114 Ibid. p.104. He has simplified these three basic dimensions of being from  four 

quadrants of exterior and interior structural functions (intentional, behavioural, cultural 

and social). 
115 My understanding, from Gibbons’s comments on existentialism and modernism, is 

that for him romanticism led to a false consciousness; where the individual ego believes 

only in itself it separates from god and experiences an existential illusion of angst.   
116 The reader is reminded of Wilber’s notion of the spiritual goal of “One Taste”, prev. 

cit. pp.34-35,129-130, 135-139, 158-161, 
117 Ibid. p.86. 
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is to regress to the “pre-rational” and egocentric domain. According to Wilber, it is only 

through the intellect that one can move through to the “trans-rational” domain to 

experience unity and the formless witness of all experience.118  

 

Gibbons also rehearsed the 1980s post-Modernist critique of Modernist abstraction and 

spirituality in the 1960s.119 However he rejects the notion of a post-modern rupture 

along with the Modernist privileging of subjectivity arguing instead that all Western art 

(and thus also Modernist art) is part of the collective project of human experience and in 

particular the bearer of a cultural continuity in communicating correspondences and 

connotations that are Christian. Because of this he favours a particular type of realism 

based on Immanence (defined below) and presented through a style based on 

metaphysical wit.120  

 

Bromfield considered Gibbons’s content and use of tradition as nostalgic and it is 

indeed logical that in drawing on ideas and symbols of the past that, in some respect, 

Gibbons’s art can be considered regressive and conservative.121 However, it is 

important to consider how he uses tradition, particularly what he replicates and 

 
118 Ibid. pp.86-87. 
119 Comments on post-modernism from Rosenthal, Mark. Critiques of Pure Abstraction, 

Independent Curators Incorporated, New York, 1995.  

Gibbons “post-Modernist” sensibility is commented on by Patrick Hutching’s in his 

forward to – McNamara, Phillip. Time+Machine, “The O.K. Image Factory”, with the 

Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 1998, pp.1-6. 
120 The reader is directed to Wilber where he addresses what he calls the pre/trans 

fallacy, where “since prerational states and transrational states are, in their own ways, 

nonrational, they appear similar or even identical to the untutored eye”, (prev. cit p.88). 

His argument (pp.88-91) is that integration of various psychological structures and 

collective qualities leads beyond the reductionist route of Freud and the elevationist 

route of Jung to an experience that “transcends but includes reason; it does not regress 

and exclude it.” It is my thesis that it is this middle ground that Gibbons explored 

through an application of the concept of Immanence. My reading of Gibbons oeuvre is 

that it demonstrates that he took the rational to transrational route. 
121 Bromfield, David. Prev. cit. Here I extend his comments towards the implied 

negative outcomes. 
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preserves.  It will be shown that Gibbons adapts generic traditions and uses nostalgic 

content in order to draw into question what is perceived by many who are conservative 

as undesirable aspects of contemporary culture – the materialism and products of 

Modern life – as actually providing cultural continuity and worth embracing. This ironic 

radicalism is part of his metaphysical wit. 

 

All this makes Gibbons a unique figure in Australian art and criticism, indeed in the 

world. His differences with conventional approaches to Modernism are many.  

 

1D. The Complexity of Gibbons: 

A. Tradition and Change: 

The origins of Modernism are usually located in revolutionary changes that occurred 

during the emergence of modernity and democracy, be they in politics and class, 

technology and the break-up of the old academies and their allegiance to classical 

precedence.122 Gibbons, however, believes there are important continuities between 

Modern and pre-Modern times. He argues, and demonstrates his argument throughout 

his oeuvre, that modernity did not bring such massive transformation as suggested by 

theorists of Modernism such as Benjamin and Greenberg (and Adorno). Part of the wit 

of Gibbons’s oeuvre is how he uses and fuses paradoxical approaches to a range of 

philosophical and cultural theories. For Wilber this is using rationality as a means of 

perspective; which maps developmental and cognitive operations to arrive at a “vision-

logic” which integrates or coordinates different perspectives.123 For example although 

Gibbons agrees with Benjamin that photography and film have democratized art, he also 

equates mechanical reproduction and the development of mass entertainment as 

corresponding to the medieval and Renaissance Art Guild approach to icon production; 

hence his Film Star (icon) series. Similarly although he agrees that there is no critical 

independence without an examination of the how of art (Greenberg and Adorno), he 

traces the resulting materialism and plurality to an aesthetic based upon and validated 

                                                 
122 Roberts, John. Postmodernism politics and art, Manchester Uni. Press, Manchester, 

1990, p.18. A third aspect he gives is their proximity to revolutionary politics. These 

aspects he bases on the writing of Perry Anderson and theorists such as Benjamin, 

Greenberg, Adorno and Trotsky. The remainder of the paragraph relies upon Roberts 

arguments about modernism pp.17-23. 
123 Wilber, Ken. prev. cit. pp.92-93. 
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by a function of art inseparable (for him) from a Christian Humanist view. His defence, 

similar to Greenberg’s internalist defence (art’s material value determined through 

operations peculiar to itself) but more reliant on Panofsky’s iconoclastic approach, is 

that art is deconstructable not only to a materialist base but also to a metaphoric base 

reliant on Christian metaphysics.124 Much of Gibbons’s ideas and debates are with the 

technological determinism and ahistorical treatment of Modernism by artists and 

historians. Thus tracing Gibbons’s historicism is important to my argument for his 

metaphysical views.125

 

B. The English Academic:  

Gibbons’s career as a full-time lecturer in English at U.W.A. is, to say the least, a highly 

unusual accomplishment for an Australian artist. It informs both his traditionalism and 

his “Modernism/postmodernism”. While Modernism and abstraction had challenged the 

value of Fine Art the value of literature as socialising and acculturating the young was a 

 
124 Roberts, John. Prev. cit p.20. 

Burnham, Jack. The Structure of Art, George Braziller, New York, revised edition 1973, 

pp.32-33. 
125 It is timely to state here that the significance of feminine pro-creativity in immanence 

- the role of the body, the mother and matter in holding or signalling the immaterial - 

although also a problematic of meaning (language and symbolism) for feminist critiques 

of modernism/post-modernism, is only alluded to in this thesis. Gibbons’s pre-

occupation with the “reproductive function” of the immaterial “through” the material 

world – most consciously in his Annunciation works but essential to all his “games” 

with a range of reprographic/reproductive mediums – signifies the issues of immanence 

within the transcendent/immanent binary and thus the patriarchal/Other binary of 

Western consciousness. As this is the first thesis on Gibbons my material is in many 

ways an introduction to these types of issues within his work and, as already stated, so 

as to provide information on his entire oeuvre I focus on his intentions. Brodribb, 

Somer. Nothing Mat(t)ers: A Feminist Critique of Postmodernism, Spinifex, Press, 

North Melbourne, Australia, 1992, provides a viewpoint useful for reading the  

patriarchal way in which Gibbons, although challenging modernism/post-modernism’s 

denial of matter, nevertheless represents immanence through the values of modernism. 
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value still naturalised in English teaching in the period.126 As that curriculum re-

positioned itself to take account of changing social, economic and technological 

environments, the re-evaluation of text analysis resulted in a broader understanding of 

what constituted a text. Gibbons was one of the first to apply this challenge to the canon 

within the local university syllabus. However whilst Gibbons made the literature notion 

of canonical texts more inclusive, his shift can still be viewed as a re-contextualising of 

value outwards; to the cultural text. Indeed the notion of a canon has embedded within it 

the idea that there are themes or ideas which culture wants preserved, reproduced or 

disseminated and it is such ideas or themes that Gibbons sought for his art. It will also 

be noted by the reader that Gibbons made art during a period when symbolic 

deconstruction included questioning of why certain groups and their values had been 

marginalised, yet Gibbons does not engage with such practice. Is Gibbons’s art 

therefore conservative? When questioned about the ideological role of art Gibbons 

stated that in the 1970s and 1980s he wanted to shift the debate beyond the political 

agenda of representation of groups to find what he views as intrinsic or enduring use-

values. He pointed out that he was not from a marginalized group and therefore could 

not make any issue-based art “authentic”. Furthermore he considered such issue-based 

art to always be illustrative and temporarily fashionable because its themes were by 

necessity shifting. His position in 1995 on the “canon” was that Modernism, 

structuralism, post-structuralism, or post-Modernism could only emerge out of a 

tradition of valuing cultural production and that therefore it is analysis of the historical 

values underlying this process, to find the values that still imaginatively and spiritually 

serve our culture, which matters as a task for the artist at this particular point in history. 

For Gibbons it is a Modernist undertaking because it is an investigation of the history of 

Modernist values and I adopt the same understanding.127

 

Gibbons’s search through symbolic traditions to universalizing factors led him to be one 

of the first English lecturers to make the now familiar case that the subject of English 

 
126 Pow, Glynis. “Literature Matters”, Interpretations, Vol. 37, 2004, pp.29-34. The 

paragraph which follows is indebted to the history of English teaching provided here. 

The comments made about Gibbons are based on reflecting his comments in interviews. 
127 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. This echoes comments on the 

purpose of a canon “to provide common referential ground for conversations about 

profound and significant human experience”, by Patrick Dias quoted by Pow, p.33.  
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must be involved in an ongoing process of response to changes in the social and 

technological contexts taking place in the Western world. 128  He was highly responsive 

to the cultural studies transformation in English that has more recently “seen a shift in 

emphasis to include not just close reading of texts, but an exploration of texts as a 

product of culture, and, more broadly, a redefinition of the world-language-text nexus 

that is at the heart of the discipline.”129 Gibbons’s mid 1970 to mid 1980 U.W.A. 

English courses pre-figure the changes to English studies made in the syllabi of other 

Australian Tertiary Institutions during the mid to late 1980s, and to the secondary High 

School Curriculum Council syllabi in the early 1990s. 130 Gibbons’s realization that the 

discipline of English required new forms also re-established the idea that he needed to 

consider the historical position of Modernism and decide the “deeper knowledge’s” 

relevant to his present historical conjuncture. In studying the socio-historical specificity 

of a text’s relationship to culture Gibbons arrived at a deeper understanding of the 

interconnectedness of language, text and culture to their roots. He considers the 

“information age and Modernism” to be a “play” or “cut and paste” of a vast cultural 

heritage and archive that has its provenance in Christian concepts.131 He argues that 

Modernism has used this provenance without understanding or questioning seemingly 

key paradigm shifts from immanence and unity to individuality and transcendence. In 

his practice he attempts to retrieve the root meaning of immanence and to generate 

contemplation about whether such an understanding of unity can in fact ever be 

corrupted.  

 

 
128 Gibbons, Tom. “The Teaching of English Literature in Universities”, (with F.P. 

Gibbon), College English, February 1964, pp.365-370. This “new” process is described 

thirty years after Gibbons initial response to such changes in: McGuire, Ann. “The 

Truth Isn’t Out There: Strategies for Teaching a New Language Paradigm”, 

Interpretations, English Teachers Association of Western Australia, Vol. 37, 2004, pp.7-

14. 
129 Ibid. p.8. 
130 Separate Cultural and Communication studies were established at local Tertiary 

Institutions during the 1990s but Nedlands College of Advanced Education and 

Murdoch began cultural courses within Media/English studies in the mid 1980s. See 

Shoesmith, Brian. Prev. cit. 
131 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
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Whether a text delivers a commodity called “meaning” that “anyone” can access is the 

central problematic of all textural analysis and paradigms. That idea that every image is 

also a concept or idea, and that there are qualities which belong “to all as to the whole”, 

is present in English from about 1380 through Chaucer’s translation of Boethius’ De 

Consolatione Philosophiane.132 In the 1300’s a symbol originally meant a creed or 

summary of a religious belief. Yet even with the increased production of goods in the 

mid 1600’s all variants of a creed were seen to unite within the symbol because, as all 

representations share elements or qualities that ultimately unite within the creed, all 

objects in the world are representative of that underlying belief. The idea of the 

“interpenetrating” and “life-bringing” symbol carried into the Modernist era.133 

However Modernism became a period, to paraphrase one of Gibbons’s favourite writers 

T.S.Eliot, intersected by the continuation of the sacred being manifest and a “twittering” 

meaningless movement.134 As will be shown Gibbons’s oeuvre emphasises the original 

idea of symbolism and the “twittering” as a distraction. It will be argued that his 

position on realism and genre painting is a consequence of his research on “symbolist 

anti-realism” and the “transcendental element in symbolism”, and that his aim became 

to re-instate a symbolism of “everyday human life” derived from the metaphysical 

premises of Christianity.135

 

Academically, in a manner similar to T.S. Eliot’s, Gibbons consistently argues that in 

shallow and self-deceiving emotions, as well as social and cultural fashions, we run the 

risk of chasing the spectacle rather than appreciating the roots of our inheritance. Whilst 

Gibbons’s celebration of Modern life at first appears antithetical to Eliot’s derision of 

the shams of Modern life, for both the shams were Modern angst, boredom and the 

 
132Barnhart, Robert K. ed. Chambers Dictionary of Etymology, Chambers New York, 

1988, p.508 and p.1186.  

The argument on symbolism and creed presented in this paragraph is based upon entries 

on p.508, pp.1104-1105 and p.1186. 
133Martin, P.W. Experiment in Depth A Study of Jung, Eliot and Tonybee, Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, London, 1955, p.12 
134 Ibid. 
135 Quotes from the conclusion in: Gibbons, Tom. Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies 

in English Literary Criticism and Ideas, 1880-1920, Perth: University of Western 

Australia Press, 1973, p.143. 



 - 64 -

                                                

emptiness or horror which forms around the routines of everyday life.136 Both “poets” 

find their “images” in the everyday and take as their task the transmuting of exterior 

patterns into introspection of mental activity and the play of consciousness. Eliot has 

said that he was inspired by the method and verse of Laforgue. This Laforgian method, 

for Eliot, is the instrument of a mood that connects his poetry with the Metaphysical 

poets of the seventeenth-century.137 Their sensibility – acknowledging the inter-

connectedness between the everyday and the Christian – is also implicit in Gibbons’s 

metaphysic: 

 

I was received into the Anglican Communion in 1961, having been converted by 

two 17thC Anglican poet-priests (John Donne & George Herbert) & one late-

19thC Roman Catholic poet-priest (Gerard Manley Hopkins). Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’, 

as I came to understand it better, also led me to think of everyday life as 

sacramental (cf. Stanley Spencer also).138

 

Furthermore the Laforgian method may be summarized as the assumption of an ironic 

mask or attitude, in effect using wit and the impersonal for psychological directness if 

one appreciates that wit implies “toughness”, “an educated mind” and criticism of 

experience.”139 Such wit, as Eliot wrote, is not a loss of intensity but a manifestation of 

the poet’s sense of tradition; and one he urged all poet’s to acquire.140 Hopkins’ 

“Christology of poetry” likewise viewed the metaphysical as a foundation of the 

imaginative act; the divine synthesized and reconciled with the world through 

 
136 The basic attitude of many of Eliot’s famous poems such as Prufrock and Other 

Observations and The Waste Land. 
137 Eliot, T.S. Selected Essays, Faber and Faber, London, p.262 and p.248. 
138 Gibbons, Tom. Letter to author, December 29, 2004, author’s collection.  

Using Wilber’s model (prev. cit) of spiritual translation versus spiritual transformation, 

Gibbons, around 1962, moved from an earlier phase of translation (a horizontal process 

in which the contents of the material world and ego are understood) to transformation 

(the nature of ego desire and illusion is understood and there a shift is made towards 

universal identity). This is suggested by several of Gibbons’s works from this period 

which are based on purification; as will be shown symbolic of transforming the ego. 
139 Eliot, T.S. prev. cit. p.262. 
140 Ibid. p.263. 
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celebrating the everyday.141 This is the classical mind to which Gibbons aspired – a 

sensibility which, as outlined throughout this thesis, he acquired.142 It is predominantly 

a Christian sensibility, as the influences he cites above indicate, however he read about 

Zen before arriving here and references Hindu thought and Aldous Huxley’s “Zen-

inspired” techniques for effecting “mystical intensity”, where-by “transient appearances 

take on a kind of absolute Thing-in-Itselfhood” in his Masters thesis.143 Thus he 

searches for a similar “absolute within the everyday” that is shared by these religions.144

 

C. The Artisan:  

Modernist art, founded on the romantic notion of free expression and genius, broke 

away from the artisan practices of the Middle-Ages. Again, Gibbons’s approach to these 

essentially Modernist notions is highly unusual – though they do parallel certain 

elements of conceptual and postmodern art. Central to the expressionist theory of 

Modernist art is an emphasis on two processes of duplication of experience, based on 

feeling and emotions, whereby an experience which occurred before the artifact is 

transferred into an artifact by the artist and then taken on by the person who experiences 

the artifact. In this process of transference the artist is central. In contrast Gibbons’s 

conception of art practice is one where the artist is an artisan working to produce 

meaning held in the art object by the “authority” of culture and the canon. Here tradition 

rather than individual talent is of central importance (T.S. Eliot) and the viewer’s role is 

 
141 Cotter, James Finn. Inscape: The Christology and Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 1970. 
142 He eventually described it to me as a mystical sensibility in 2001. By then, having 

read Pahnke and Richards’ list on the aspects of mysticism (derived from their survey of 

the literature on mysticism and given in Murphy, Desmond. The Death and Rebirth of 

Religious Life, E.J. Dwyer Pty Ltd, N.S.W. 1995, p.30), I had already noted that he 

displayed the following mystical aspects as defined by them: unity; objectivity and 

reality; sense of sacredness; paradoxicality; joy; ineffability; transciency and a positivity 

towards others. 
143 Gibbons, Tom. Masters Thesis, prev. cit. p.157 and pp.185-187. He quotes p. 49 and 

p. 82 of Huxley’s Heaven and Hell. Gibbons considers that Lewis tends to use this 

method in “a negatively visionary way” (p.187), as argued in this thesis Gibbons 

attempts to achieve joie de vivre. 
144 Ibid. 
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to discover or read the meaning formed through the “close reading” (Leavisite model) 

of the text’s structure or to enjoy the play and range of possible meanings inherent in the 

shared cultural knowledge (a postmodern model). 

 

That communication of “meaning” conforms to certain forms and is regularized into 

cultural patterns has been a philosophical and ontological problem since Chaucer’s time. 

Within this debate is a particular strand that has explored whether such meanings can 

ever be universal. Recent Integral Studies and investigations into science, mind and 

nature, argue that the “laws” of science that our culture has arrived at are concepts or 

models preceding from our mind and therefore our perceptions and the life mirrored by 

these are inextricably bound together. The question of how we come into being is 

replaced by such studies with the question of what “the network of patterns, reflected 

and projected from within the same great Ocean of Being from which we also derive 

our own life or consciousness” are, and how these can be described.145 Gibbons 

recognizes within all global cultural systems patterns that can be read as sharing cross-

cultural religious correspondences.  However whether he uses corporate mass-media, 

Buddhist or Tarot symbols he reads our resolution of their chief characteristics as 

inevitably Christian.  Simply put my dissertation concludes that Gibbons’s 

understanding of these patterns and their relationship to our culture is that they are best 

understood through the Christian concept of immanence. I will trace how desiring 

“meaning” that was accessible and “shared”, led Gibbons to the materiality and 

objectively determined “concepts” and processes of Op Art and the historically 

determined constructs and conceptual frame-works of traditional genres such as the 

Vanitas. That the use of texts is always mediated through the cultural is for Gibbons a 

return to structures which, although they cannot be transhistorical or perhaps even 

transcultural, are nevertheless self-referential and therefore constitute a symbolic 

representation of the inter-relationships and “truths” that the autonomous self seeks with 

the wider world.146  

 

Furthermore the tension-resolution process whereby Gibbons gave his sensibility 

structural integrity is the process explored by this dissertation. Depending on the reader 

 
145 Davidson, John. The Secret of the Creative Vacuum Man and the Energy Dance, The 

C.W. Daniel Company Ltd., England 1989, p.138. 
146 This is my interpretation of Gibbons practice. 
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the responses and resolutions to the epistemological conflicts which confronted Gibbons 

will seem simple, complex or unresolved. However I remind the reader that I do not 

attempt to resolve these conflicts inherent in Modernism, but rather to demonstrate the 

tensions and resolutions generated for and by Gibbons. In doing so I explore aspects of 

the Modernist debate - the nature and power of creating and Gibbons’s concern with 

quantitative and qualitative tensions in art and a changing culture - however I examine 

these aspects only when they are explicit in Gibbons’s oeuvre and only in relation to his 

intent. I acknowledge that answers to questions such as what meanings are intrinsic to 

human consciousness, whether art is a language and meanings can be shared, and 

whether history can be regarded as a continuous projection of the past are all highly 

contestable. However in this thesis I keep to elaborating Gibbons’s point that 

“Christianity was founded on a rock” and investigate how that whenever an artist 

repeats, magnifies, complicates or substitutes such messages their elaboration also 

established the Integralist view that such  “contemplation leads to an understanding that 

all of our culture is the ramification of a few themes.”147

 

D. Style:  

Gibbons use of a wide range of styles is not entirely unique in the Modernist generation. 

However his approach was original in its day, and needs to be distinguished from post-

modernism despite its many similarities.  

 

Gibbons applied a range of styles and can be regarded as a conceptual artist, a 

traditional Christian iconographer or, depending on what period is analysed, more an Op 

or Pop artist.148 A consequence of the atypical way in which he ironically or wittily 

 
147 Gibbons, interview with author 1997. His viewpoint echoes that of Adrian Stokes. 

See Inside and Out An Essay in the Psychology and Aesthetic Appeal of Space, Faber 

and Faber London, 1945, p.39. 
148 An overview of Gibbons’s integral practice establishes how he used cultural 

conceptions of causes to subvert their limited application and arrive at his own holistic 

application. Returning to Wilber’s three dimensions of being, it can be said that 

Gibbons is a contemplative who uses spirituality to transform the conceptual and 

abstract mental realms to arrive at an understanding of the matter realm as inherently 

spiritual. Wilber, prev. cit. p.104 and pp.115-122. This is Wilber’s concept of 
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applies a particular style is that it may then be judged as a misplaced or superficial use 

of that style. For example one can consider Gibbons’s 1960 recycled chip-heaters in 

Mood Goddess, his 1970-78 Film Star icons (particularly those done on fridge door 

shelves), or his 1982 Random Landscape series as conceptual works; because of his use 

of found objects, application of colour and Op effects or his use of an over-arching 

process. But his conceptualism is different to those Australian artists of the mid 1970s 

to the mid 1990s, such as Ian Burn, Robert MacPherson, Peter Tyndall, Scott Redford 

and Peter Burgess, who were interested in the appreciation of objects as a function of an 

artistic intent held in tension between “original” use, a reductionism to the art idea and 

the cultural practice of appreciating the physical properties of such objects as art. 

Gibbons’s Christian Humanism did not allow such reductionism or re-interpretation of 

ready-mades and found material as so autonomous in relation to meaning, form and use. 

For Gibbons there is no rupture between such material and previous conventions and 

discourse. Historical associations hold and determine the possible ideational content; 

thus the fridge liners make the Film Star icons part of the vanitas tradition, the heater 

recalls the theology of purification and forgiveness and even a random process ends up 

becoming a recycled structure.149

 

E. Creativity:  

One of the relatively constant positions and beliefs within Modernism and the avant-

garde is a central belief in the artist’s creativity. Indeed it has been argued that genius 

was so essential to Modernism that the “hierarchy of genres” was annihilated so that 

 
consciousness being a reflection of “the great chain of being” p. 49-54 that our 

consciousness completes pp.108-114. 
149 Most of these ideas are more fully developed later. A close study of Gibbons’s 

oeuvre will reveal his position that many of the central tenets of the Modernist agenda 

were a reaction to Christian concepts and beliefs. Gibbons’s position will be shown to 

consist of two major elements. These are that, 1) Modernism, in particular early 

abstraction and Abstract Expressionism was an attempt to deny and limit understanding 

of the central and on-going role of Christian concepts within Western culture, and 2) to 

deny this Christian ground of Western culture is to reject the conceptual function and 

cultural meaning of art.  
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“the only subject is the artist.”150 This, as Gibbons and writers such as Besancon have 

noted, is a conception of the world inaugurated by Schopenhauer which includes Marx, 

Nietzsche and Freud.151 As Besancon argues “genius is a spiritual attitude that in itself 

sets one apart” and such “glorification” “wrested the artist from his condition as an 

artisan”, eventuating in the “superficiality” of realism and naturalism being abandoned 

for the more “profound” crudeness of primitivism and the “mystery”, “purity” or 

“excess” of abstraction.152 Gibbons’s re-instatement of genre within his oeuvre, as well 

as his insistence that artistic processes are mechanical, sets him radically apart from the 

doctrine of genius. However his view of the artist as artisan is also religious because the 

“artisans’ he bases his practice on are the early Church icon makers. He thus wittily re-

asserts the role of the artist as a servant of God and ironically suggests that the 

mechanical condition and its product of “superficial realism” are in fact a glorification 

of that only subject: the immanent divine. In this way Gibbons’s “spiritual attitude” is 

that one is in fact not set apart by their spirituality, but functions or lives as part of a 

larger whole. 

 

Gibbons’s stance against creativity is a result of perhaps the dominant theoretical theme 

within his work: the subject versus object debate. Like Panofsky, Gibbons uses art to 

reconcile the subject versus object model which was first posited by Hegel in terms of 

the subjective mind using art to interpret the external (objective) world in order to find 

meaning and a place in it.153 Panofsky stated that all works of art stood somewhere on a 

 
150 Besancon, Alain. (trans. Jane Marie Todd) The Forbidden Image, An Intellectual 

History of Iconoclasm, The University of Chicago Press, 2000, p.301. Central to 

Gibbons’s view on Modernist corruption was their position, which he read as a spiritual 

attitude towards the mystery of creation, of there being an evolution towards the 

creative genius. 
151 Ibid. p.296. See Gibbons Rooms in the Darwin Hotel, prev. cit. He is referenced 

throughout (p. 7, 21-23, 88, 103, 130 and 132) as a central influence to the Modernist 

period. It is Schopenhauer’s Gnostic view of the world as a place of “sadness, sorrow, 

and death” that Gibbons’s practical-critical oeuvre argues against. 
152 Besancon. Prev. cit. p.380, p.295, pp.297-299. 
153 Hegel’s two central theories revolved around the notions of the idea and the 

historical stages of art. Hegel would not have been interested in the “art for arts sake” 

philosophy that was later to become so important to Ruskin, Baudelaire, Pater and 



 - 70 -

                                                                                                                                              

scale between the two extremes of subjectivity and objectivity and that each aspect of a 

work is a resolution of these two tensions.154 As will be shown, Gibbons’s interest in 

the spiritual of the everyday is a working towards a similar resolution of these 

tensions.155  

 

Basically Gibbons’s studies of Panofsky, and other pioneering art historians of the 

twentieth-century such as Aby Warburg and Ernst Gombrich, made him consider how 

images should be interpreted.156 The implication that a study of art history could reveal 

 
materialists such as Greenberg. Instead it could be said that Hegel was concerned with 

“art for thought’s sake”. The motivating factor of his philosophy was the idea which 

dealt with the spiritual in man’s life, and the role of art was to provide access to that 

transcendent moment, it is the tension between the transcendent and the immanent that 

Gibbons’s practice engages with. 
154 Podro, M. The Critical Historians of Art, Yale University Press, New Haven 1982, 

pp.182-183. 
155 The increasing importance of studies of the everyday emerged as a distinct area in 

cultural research in the 1970s in Britain (Berger, 1972; Willis, 1977, 1980; McRobbie, 

1978; Hobson, 1980) with several paradigms and theoretical dichotomies being 

developed in an attempt to analyse culture. Research oppositions “under headings such 

as positivism vs. Marxism, semiology vs. critical theory, micro vs. macro analysis, 

qualitative vs. quantitative approaches” or “structuralism vs. culturalism” were offered 

as perspectives, but these became “increasingly untenable” and an “intellectual 

impasse” developed (Drotner, Kirsten. “Ethnographic Enigmas: “The Everyday”” in 

Recent Media Studies, Cultural Studies Vol. 8, No. 2, May 1994, p. 342).  
156 Gibbons’s use of Panofsky’s method of investigation helped in his understanding of 

recurring motifs in art; hence his application of the Vanitas genre. Gibbons appreciated 

this method because of its emphasis on scholarship however he also realized that the 

requirement for such knowledge of the history of ideas required hard work and was not 

always available to the viewer. He thus wanted to employ art-historical knowledge but 

to find a way that did not lead to confusion or radical mistakes of interpretation. His 

1970s Uses of Language course also indicates that Gibbons was theoretically inclined 

towards a kind of linguistics of the image and the theories of Gombrich, Panofsky and 

Wittgenstein. Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit. Also see Gibbons, Tom. 
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how particular motifs linked with themes, concepts or conventional meaning and that at 

the deepest level such meaning was intrinsically apprehended (Panofsky), had Gibbons 

searching for those underlying principles and sources condensed within cultural objects. 

While Gibbons was wary that such claims carried the “scent of popular psychology”, he 

held to Panofsky’s claim that iconological interpretation was not related to the artist’s 

intent (see Gibbons responses to Romanticism and Abstract Expressionism discussed in 

this dissertation), and that the history of style and types constitute a study of cultural 

symptoms or “symbols” that reveal essential tendencies of the human mind (see the 

section on his use of the Vanitas genre in this dissertation). Gibbons acknowledges that 

every interpretation of art is subjective and reliant upon context – the interpreter’s 

psychology and “Weltanschauung” – but he also argues that symbolic resonances also 

establish patterns that then allow rational interpretation.157 From this the laws of human 

consciousness can be seen as existing on a pattern that inevitably links one situation and 

state to another so that one can “see a world in a grain of sand, and heaven in a wild 

flower.”158 Gibbons’s use of Panofskian and related concepts against romantic and 

Modernist notions of genius and creativity are the impetus for his synthetic 

interpretation of culture - or what I have characterised as the Integral studies field of the 

late twentieth century.159  

 

F. Pop:  

Gibbons’s oeuvre is of interest because it is a vision of Modernism that challenged the 

expressionism and landscape genre that dominated early 1960s Perth and Australian 

Modernism. He was one of the first Australian artists to employ Pop and Op styles and 

to later use technological processes such as the photo-copier, digital technologies and 

the computer as a medium. Of particular interest is that, whatever the style or medium, 

he engaged critically with ideas of Modernism to deal with questions of meaning and 

 
Vorticism and Gnosticism, Jillian Bradshaw Memorial Lecture1989, Curtin University 

of Technology, Perth, 1990, p.3. 
157 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. See also Panofsky, Meaning in the Visual 

Arts, 1974, p.38. 
158 Gibbons, prev. cit where he quoted William Blake. 
159 The embedding of Gibbons’s art practice in reflective critical consideration of theory 

also refutes the assertion made by Robert Hughes in 1967 that Australian artists baulked 

at significant subject matter. 
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quality.160 As will be shown, whilst he agreed with the basic humanist elements of The 

Antipodeans, he rejected their pessimism and was unique for the period in that he 

insisted that art should be based on a tradition of analytic response to the broader 

concerns of art history as well as to local cultural conditions.161  

 

In the early 1960s he wrote locally on style as a question and pursuit of meaning, 

reminding readers that this was tied to broader questions of subservience, the logic of 

particular sources and systems of meaning, and the attempt to create an identifiable 

Australian culture.162 As already indicated in his 1962 essay “Several Deadly Dogmas 

of Modern Art” Gibbons warned fellow artists of the bind of trying to appear 

international when internationalism is in itself the dominance of a provincial style. 

Study of Gibbons thus contributes significantly to the history of the “problems” posed 

by provincialism and provides a model of how an Australian artist dealt with questions 

and tensions of engagement with Modernism.163   

 
160 Similar to Terry Smith’s two aspects of the bind exercised by the notion of the 

provincial: the question of identity and the question of how to determine quality. Smith, 

Terry. “The Provincialism Problem”, in Butler, Rex (ed.) What is Appropriation? An 

Anthology of Critical Writings On Australian Art in the ‘80’s and 90’s, Power 

Publications and IMA, Brisbane, 1996, pp.131-138. 
161 Gibbons, Tom. “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, Westerly, Vol. 1, No’s 2-

3, 1962. 
162 Ibid. See also Gibbons, Tom.  “Paradise Lost”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 3, October 

1962. 
163 Gibbons engages with provincialism and internationalism more directly within his 

art in his 1968 use of Op/Pop stylization and his developments from that. However his 

engagement with the provincial debate is fully articulated in his “Seven Deadly 

Dogmas” essay. Gibbons’s 1962 viewpoint is similar to the ideological basis of Sydney 

internationalism as outlined by the Australian Pop artist Ken Reinhard on behalf of 

Central Street artists circa 1967 who argued that urban Australia was part of an 

international commercial-industrial culture and that Australian artist’s “measured up on 

a global scale” if their beliefs weren’t compromised by the provincialism of the broader 

art community: Harrison, Sylvia. Master of Arts thesis, Pop Australian Style – Pop Art 

in Australia during the 1960’s, School of Humanities, La Trobe University, Bundoora, 

1987, pp.181-187. 
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G. Spirituality:  

While spirituality was an important theme in certain aspects of Modernism, especially 

abstraction, Gibbons’s spirituality is quite unique. His studies of the influence of the 

occult and esoteric religions upon early Modernism led to his distrust of the work made 

by early abstractionists such as Mondrian and Kandinsky. They emphasized the 

importance of the spiritual in art and by doing so speculative universalism became part 

of their philosophical and artistic doctrine. Gibbons, although sympathetic towards 

universalism, found their interest in other realms anathema.  Their transcendent view 

that the spirit reaches its freedom “not related to or dependent on anything else” (Hegel) 

is the antithesis of Gibbons’s project of using the everyday to reference the immanence 

and the “great themes”.164 Thus Gibbons’s conception of divinity manifesting itself is 

not the De Stijl conception that it “must diverge from the external forms of nature” but 

almost the opposite whereby the divine becomes visible as both idea and embodied 

presence within the image and its associative perceptions on the human situation.165 For 

Van Doesburg in “pure” or Modern abstract thought all sensual associative perception is 

absent and “no image based on phenomena is involved.”166 For Gibbons all art, as 

creation, springs from a balance between interior and exterior where the outer manifests 

or mirrors the inner and thereby makes visible the divine.167 Nevertheless, he would 

agree with the neo-classicism of De Stijl writers such as Dr. Schoenmaeker and 

Vantongerloo who argued that symbolism is a creative unity of interior and exterior 

aspects, where “life, as a unity, is in its deepest impulse, figurative.”168 However for 

Gibbons it is man’s nature which is the symbolic truth rather than nature itself. 

 

Gibbons’ academic career set out to uncover and thereby to deconstruct the fusion of 

esoteric and occult ideas that influenced early Modernism and its predecessors such as 

 
164 Gibbons, prev. cit. The quote on Hegel’s influence on Mondrian and Kandinsky is 

from Jaffe, H.L.C. De Stijl 1917-1931 The Dutch Contribution to Modern Art, Harvard 

Uni. Press. London, 1986, p.54. 
165 Ibid. pp54-55. 
166 Ibid. p.55. 
167 Hence his continued interest in the Alchemist’s. 
168 Prev. cit. p.57. Both these writers influenced the symbolism of the Australian artist 

Godfrey Miller. For Gibbons the symbolic unity is the truth of the “figure” of Christ and 

the New Testament. 
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Abstract Expressionism.169 My dissertation will outline how he responded to what he 

considers an “excess of subjectivity” in early abstraction by working in series. Much of 

his work, such as his Vanitas series, can be regarded as variations on a theme and, as 

such, force one to accept that his approach is rational and conceptual. Throughout his 

oeuvre Gibbons engages with the same sources as the Modernists he criticizes – Eliot, 

Joyce, Worringer, Freud, Jung, Darwin, Baudelaire, Nietzsche, Wilde – but he 

challenges the received synthesis by producing alternative readings that situate them 

within an older network of beliefs, assumptions, attitudes and interests.170 His 

fundamental resistance to the discourse of “creativity” and “newness” is based on his 

thesis that millennium concern with apocalyptic and Darwinian ideas of “progress” 

dehistoricised modern experience. Similarly, aware that Christian immanence contains 

within it the idea of the God-man, an element in both Nietzsche and occult groups such 

as the Theosophist’s and the Russian religious revival, Gibbons labelled such ideas as 

Romantic and incompatible with a divine principle that also transcends the human.171  

 

 
169 For example: Gibbons, Tom. Wyndham Lewis and ‘The Childermass’ Thesis 

Presented for the Master of Arts Degree in the University of Western Australia, 1957. 

Gibbons, Tom. Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies in English Literary Criticism and 

Ideas, 1880-1920, University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands 1973. Gibbons, 

Tom. ‘Vorticism, Magic, and the Millennium’, Modern Painters, Vol.3, No.4 Winter 

1990/91, pp.105-107. 
170 These sources for “the Modernists” from Polcari, Stephen. Abstract Expressionism 

and the Modern Experience, DAP, New York, 1991.  

The influence of varied sources on Gibbons will be discussed within the dissertation 

however for example amongst Gibbons’s favourite authors are Nietzsche and Wilde. 

Despite varying styles, one tragic and the other satiric, both these writers believed that 

behind the world of everyday appearances there is a truth. This is not an alternative 

universe, nor a truth that is hidden, but a truth given via the route of culture. Similarly 

both are humanists, although most peculiar ones. It is within such variation and 

peculiarity that Gibbons gains his understanding that solutions to the central 

metaphysical and humanist concerns of Western culture can be found: nihilistic, 

materialistic and esoteric modernism can be rationally challenged.  
171 Webb, James. The Occult Establishment, Open Court, Illinois, 1976, p.153. 
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He was particularly suspicious of the Theosophical use of the Darwinian idea of 

evolution to suggest a progressive rise within human consciousness towards godhead. 

He considered such evolutionary views as akin to millennial elitism and as an “all-

conquering concept… by means of which such ancient transcendental doctrines as 

Brahmanism and Neo-Platonism might be re-asserted.”172 His views were more neo-

Darwinist, seeing culture as recombinations and reassortments of inherent (and 

inheritable) factors. Similarly he views the worker’s paradise of Marx as being based on 

the same utopian ideas and as indebted to millenniast and paradisal concepts from 

Christianity as Darwin. His argument is that acknowledgement of the religious roots of 

such theories will re-invest their materialism with Christian elements and ideas.173

 

H. The Christian:  

In an age of atheism, agnosticism and occultism, especially in the artworld, Gibbons’s 

commitment to traditional Anglican humanist Christianity is unusual. His predicament 

is that he finds himself trying to reconcile competing and conflicting philosophies and 

theories while at all times wanting his religious perspective to be objectively acceptable. 

He is a man with religious feelings who was also an academic and therefore wished to 

somehow logically explain these feelings and share them with others without appearing 

foolish. The conclusion I reach is that, similar to recent Integral theorists, Gibbons 

arrived at a transpersonal ground “comprised of deep structures of responding and 

relating to reality that are intrinsic to our human makeup”, and that he understood these 

structures through the Christian concept of Immanence.174 Furthermore throughout my 

 
172Gibbons, Tom. Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies in English Literary Criticism and 

Ideas, 1880-1920, prev. cit. pp.128-129. 
173 It is often overlooked that Marx’s idea of historical determinism contains messianic 

elements. Marx’s interest’s in philosophical questions was influenced by Hegel and 

debates about theistic religion. Some theistically inclined writers see Marx’s atheism as 

an advanced form of rational mysticism. Whether atheism is essential for Marxism is 

one of the key questions in the Marxist-Christian dialogue and both Christian 

theologians and Marxist philosophers have written extensively about this. See Volf, 

Miroslav Dr. “God Freedom and Grace” at www.georgefox.edu/academics for a 

discussion of this debate. 
174 Welwood, John. Toward a Psychology of Awakening, Shambhala, Boston, 2000, 

p.69. See further on in this section but my reading of Gibbons’s continued use of the 

http://www.georgefox.edu/academics
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dissertation I describe Gibbons’s exploration of the “modes of interconnectedness with 

reality” through similar modes of archetypes, symbolism and humour that Welwood 

employed; i.e. Gibbons’s Tarot card images and Vanitas series.175

 

Gibbons’s 1950s undergraduate studies, his late 1950s-1960s and mid 1960s post-

graduate research were undertaken during a period when the universe was regarded as  a 

symbolic construct, with the intelligent mind aware of the many (relative) ideas and 

connotations –“literary, historical, or popular” – that evoked “essential truths” for “our 

limited human understanding.”176 Yet in tension with this view was the Ivor A. 

Richards’ materialist-spiritual argument that such symbolism was based on “pseudo-

statements” that relied on belief, akin to a “Magical view”, and that the “imaginative life 

as its own justification” had to be faced.177 Gibbons’s oeuvre is an attempt to reconcile 

these two approaches through the search for, and apprehension of, underlying structures.  

 

In describing Gibbons’s integration or reconciliation of these histories (and 

knowledge’s) I follow his history and organisation of ideas using a chronological 

format. This is used to help follow the development of his ideas, as well as to reflect on 

Gibbons’s process of “objective” reasoning. Whilst I describe Gibbons’s approach as an 

integral analytical one, my confidence in doing so is that such an approach mirrors 

research into religious faith that views it as also developmental. Accordingly, in an echo 

of integral research, it can be argued that Gibbons is toward the end stage of six stages 

of faith development (Fowler), where he shifts between a “conjunctive faith” (stage 

 
term “immanence” in my interviews with him was that he understands all religious 

symbols, whatever the religion, to correspond with, or be a transformation of, this 

concept. Thus immanence, depending on what system is employed to describe it, is the 

grand structure, archetype or religious truth. Such a reading is also supported by an 

analysis of his varied writing. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Weitz, Morris (ed.). Problems in Aesthetics Book of Readings Second Edition, 

Macmillan Publishers, U.S.A., 1970, p.560-561. The philosopher Ernst Cassirer’s An 

Essay On Man is footnoted. 
177 Ibid. pp.568-573. 
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five) and a “universalizing faith” (stage six).178 If I read Fowler correctly, his view can 

be used to suggest that integral studies broadens the Monotheism tradition to imply 

loyalty to the principle of all being and the source and centre of experience.179

 

Using Fowler’s descriptions, Gibbons has worked through the symbolic traditions of 

stage four to: 1) find a dialogical knowing characterized by a detachment which attends 

to the wisdom of celebrating things as they are (his use of wit and the everyday), as well 

as a use of other traditions (his use of Buddhism, the Tarot and Alchemy) to inform, 

augment and correct his belief-system; and 2) develop a universalizing approach to 

transforming present reality in the direction of transcendent actuality; - which for 

Fowler is achieved by seeing the particularities of the everyday as vessels of the 

universal (Gibbons’s use of Immanence to penetrate to this level of understanding; 

indeed his use of Christian Immanence, serves as a descriptive endpoint of the faith 

development process). For Fowler stage five is an actualized person and stage six 

people are “exceedingly rare”. However he argues that, “prior to our being religious or 

irreligious… the search for an overarching, integrating and grounding trust in a centre” 

 
178 Fowler, James, W. Stages of Faith The Psychology of Human Development and the 

Quest for Meaning, Dove Communications, Harper and Row Publishers, New York, 

1981. His research is based on the theories (and research) of Kant, Paiget, Erikson and 

Kohlberg. This paragraph is particularly informed by the introduction and: P.13, p.96, 

p.105, pp.184-186 and pp.201-206. 
179 Ibid. p.23.  

The search for coherence became problematic for Gibbons when he read Wittgenstein 

(see later in this thesis). His various series after this (circa 1975), oscillate between 

games with chance and a contemporary use of traditional symbolism to re-assert 

Christian Immanence. This indicates a difficulty in equating “being” with the structure 

of language, as well as in resolving the notion of symbols as more real than that which 

they symbolize, whilst also purely “knowing” that there exists a material reality of 

“suchness” that is beyond the implied dualism. “What is materialized by art?” is his 

central problematic, one solved only partly by his celebration of visible reality as 

conditional on the immaterial principle behind it (Christ as Logos incarnate –John 1, 1-

14), as he also realizes these “essences” are not acknowledged by every-one and 

contemplation of such theology/ontology too often drives people into a form of 

Gnosticism: Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
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is a universal concern.180 He goes on to develop this “concern” into an argument for 

taking seriously the study of the life histories of the people who integrate the 

“cumulative traditions” of religion into an immanent value, particularly during a period 

when “Modernism” has created a cultural “secularization” and “religious 

disenchantment” (equating all three).181 For Fowler if we don’t study their “images of 

seeing the world” we will miss the opportunity to study how the “inner dialectic of 

rational logic” expands under the imaginative and the “dynamics of a larger, more 

comprehensive logic of convictional orientation” and thus miss the opportunity to 

discover structures and a coherence of meaning that all the community can share.182 As 

presented throughout this dissertation Gibbons’s oeuvre establishes such an “image of 

seeing” and his life is therefore worthy of study. 

 

For Gibbons the most enduring and healing element in Christian thought is that of 

immanence yet it became largely forgotten when the experiential field of the everyday 

was interpreted through concepts based on the individual self. As will be shown 

Gibbons argues that this Romantic division of self from the cultural world introduced a 

transcendental subjectivity to perception and cognition that has alienated people from 

the conventional conceptual assumptions and structures that we inherit. For Gibbons the 

transcendent is part of a dualistic fixation aimed at escaping from the everyday. It is the 

Christian concept of immanence, where the everyday is a mirror of the divine (similar to 

the Buddhist idea of suchness) that Gibbons sees as a far less limited identity for the 

lived experience of embodied being. Thus he points out, as many psychologists do, that 

identification, reflective self-knowledge and thought forms, arise out of mind in relation 

to cultural constructs; as our knowledge’s are mediated by memories, images, 

typologies and frameworks that help us analyse, organize, and understand experience in 

a more coherent way.183

 

 
180 Fowler, James, W. prev. cit. p.5. 
181 Ibid. pp.9-10 and p.13. 
182 Ibid. p. 105. 
183 “He” here is Gibbons, the statement being a summary of Gibbons’s arguments made 

during my interviews with him, prev. cit. “Many psychologist’s” are those quoted 

through-out the dissertation such as Welwood, John. Prev. cit. pp.106-107; it is his 

comment on Buddhism in the brackets.  
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What will be shown is that Gibbons shares with Bernard Smith a distrust of the 

Romantic spirit as manifested in the influence of esoteric and syncretic religions on 

early abstract Modernism.184 By the late 1950s both had come to the conclusion that 

Modern abstraction, based on ideas of the transcendental, indicated a fear of the human 

and the human condition.185 How Gibbons’s oeuvre challenged this transcendent stream 

but also challenged the “angst ridden humanist concerns” of The Antipodeans, to 

produce images acceptable to both the formalist and humanistic factions of the local art 

scene, is also described. 

 

Indeed Gibbons’s Christian Humanism is an attempt to provide an optimistic position 

within what he regarded as an Australian artistic trend towards the pessimistic. Yet is 

there the objectivity that he thinks in his position? It neglects legitimate, but conflictual, 

existential interests and side-steps the relativism of values.186 Nevertheless through it he 

achieves a certain type of objectivity that operates, as he so rightly put it in interview, in 

the classical sense of finding correspondences between a representation (thought or 

image) and an external reality. Gibbons suggests that such concepts remain useful, if or 

when employed, because they involve us in a cultural system and a set of ideas that 

express joy in life rather than fear. Simply put he argues that because the field of 

knowledge structures our perceptual coding, as well as our receptivity and relatedness to 

others, then we should apply a field of knowledge that affirms this connectedness. He 

further argues that this affirmation should be “objective” rather than “emotional”. My 

interpretation of such statements is that he holds the religious view that the separate self 

is an illusion, and that he is attempting to foreground the sacramental idea that if one 

can conceptually recognize that beyond the idea of the separate self is a self “completely 

identical with the other”, then emotional divisions fade.187

 

 
184 Smith, Bernard. Discussion with author, Melbourne, November 1998. 
185 Ibid. 
186 Whilst an existential and romantic emphasis on individual existence and freedom of 

choice has influenced many cultural thinkers of the 19th and 20th centuries 

(Kierkegaard), Gibbons has not been as suspicious of rational thinking and systematic 

thinking as this branch of philosophy and has seen validity in cultural analysis. 
187 Anderson, Reb. Warm Smiles From Cold Mountains, Rodmell Press, California, 

1999, pp.92-93. 
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It will be argued that in developing his practice in relationship to particular conceptual 

meanings he was able to change the stylistic elements to suit a contemporary aesthetic. 

However by the mid 1970s he wanted to assert his meaning above the adoption of a 

contemporary stylistic strategy and his sources and references became less obscure. His 

subsequent use of the vanitas tradition and his commitment to continue his practice 

within a tradition of iconography is elaborated in relation to the search for a “discernible 

pattern” within the essential mystery of life that revealed for him, as it does for 

Christian theologians such as Richard Rohr and Joseph Martos (as well as current 

theorist’s of integral psychology) a “Christ-revealed pattern” which is “inevitable, 

universal and salvic” and that finds beyond Christ’s death on the cross the “soul”, 

“humour” and an expanded “vision” of life.188

 

 

The reader of this dissertation is faced with a series of contradictions. On one hand 

Gibbons enjoys and exploits his academic interests, on the other he questions and 

subverts the authorial elite; he declares the importance of historical and critical 

knowledge and declares that Modernism’s deliberate obscurity of its motivations has 

not effected the dependence of contemporary Western culture in the “living tradition” of 

Christianity. On one hand he uses Modernism as a strategy within his work, on the other 

his work is a rejection of Modernism; his work is dense and symbolic and it is simple 

and “accessible” to the everyday viewer. To emphasize one side or the other is to ignore 

that the greatest part of Gibbons’s style is the irony characterized by the tension 

between the two.189

 

                                                 
188 Rohr, Richard and Martos, Joseph. The Wild Man’s Journey Reflections On Male 

Spirituality, St. Anthony Messenger Press, Cincinnati, Ohio, 1992, pp.55-60. 
189 A further irony is that the attitude of irony was the attitude of detachment taken as a 

posture by the German romantics that allowed them to be “uncommitted and uninvolved 

in ordinary human purposes”, Gibbons agrees with intellectual detachment but not the 

romantics “condescending scorn” for the everyday and the “transcendental buffoonery” 

aimed at rising above human limitations. See comments on Friedrich Schleger and the 

German romantics made in: Mullen, John Douglas. Kierkegaard’s Philosophy Self-

Deception And Cowardice In The Present Age, New American Library, Chicago, 1981. 

pp.16-21. 
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Why is there this irony? In Western Australia Gibbons was part of an academic elite, he 

moved in the company of other intellectuals and wrote on topics discussed in small 

intellectual circles. However his viewpoint on Modernism was for many years not the 

dominant one, he enjoyed all cultural products and not just literature, his sense of style 

and tastes remained European rather than Australian, in his art practice he sought clarity 

and rational meaning at a time when expressionism dominated, he was in many ways an 

outsider and brought this perspective to how he presented his alternative ideas.  

 

Gibbons oeuvre presents the idea that we should not yield to pessimism, formalism and 

the periodisation of styles but regard culture as received tradition. Furthermore because 

it is received it should be engaged with from a critical perspective. Smith reads 

Modernism, in its use of primitivism and esoteric sources, as an attempt to “come to 

terms with spirituality not readily accommodated within the Christian”, while Gibbons 

presents how psychologists such as Jung and groups such as the Theosophist’s did not 

appropriate other systems but stressed similarities.190 Gibbons therefore reads the 

“exotic” element as an extension of Romantic symbolism, whilst Smith reads this 

element, although from the same source, as more irrational. Both argue that the new 

syncretism was aimed at transcendent practices and resulted in a secularizing process 

which hid such roots. For Smith this took the spiritual away from specific practices and 

effectively disembodied it from ethical concerns. For Gibbons the everyday could never 

break away from the matrix of cultural meaning. Within his oeuvre he argued that early 

Modernism sought to extend European tradition to embrace the world, but that their 

early critique of culture and approach to syncreticism broke down into an exotic 

celebration of modernity divorced from any purpose. His oeuvre furthers this critique by 

advocating greater historical observation, understanding and referencing of our cultural 

roots. Study of Gibbons’s sensibility is thus a magnification of his critical perspective 

that Modernism should be re-conceptualized by an understanding of ideas fundamental 

to our Christian heritage. As will be elucidated his view is that modern factors of 

production and the image making power of the mass media have relativized rather than 

changed the implied meanings of this heritage. Gibbons’s course is that of the 

 
190 Gibbons prev. cit. The views by Smith in this paragraph from: Smith, Bernard. 

“Modernism: That is to say, Geniusism”, Modern Painters, Vol. 3 No. 2 Summer 1990, 

pp56-59. See also Smith, Bernard. Modernism’s History: A Study in Twentieth-Century 

Art and Ideas, UNSW Press, 1998. 
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individuation process and his conclusions share territory with integral theorists, 

Christian theologists, mystics and Buddhists, whereby within the proliferation and 

reproduction of Modern culture he succeeds in observing a unity of basic structures.191  

 

For Gibbons transcendental thinking, and hence early Modernist abstraction, is part of 

the pronounced split between mind and body, self and other, individual and society that 

is endemic to the Western mind.192 He found in Christian concepts a solution to this 

split and a way of re-engaging the individual with society and wider embodied 

meanings. 

 

As a brief outline, in New Testament Christian theology the transcendent God 

incarnated as Jesus Christ and through this act made the divine immanent. The Christian 

God is therefore experienced as being in the everyday rather than as the formless 

absolute.193 The idea of the divine as the material ground, rather than the divine as open 

 
191 For an account of the process see Welwood’s or Wilber’s writing. A local Doctorate 

thesis (Murdoch 1976-1977) turned into a series of self-published books by Parkhurst, 

Jacqueline, is well worth reading. Her The Individuation Process, Open Mind 

Publications, Glen Forrest, W.A. 1977, provides a summary of the existential crisis and 

the renewal process through Jungian Psychology, Alchemical Symbols and Self 

Actualisation (Maslow and Graves) which is particularly applicable to Gibbons’s 

history, however I have tended to use more accessible texts in my referencing. Within 

most religious traditions this “divine” is usually seen within the proliferation of nature, 

Christianity and Zen however see such manifestation in our everyday environment and 

in human actions.  
192 My conclusion from his academic writing and my interviews with him. 
193 For Gibbons a major concern of all religions, and which appears in major 

philosophers from Plato, through Kant and Wittgenstein - that of the relationship of 

reality to the ideal or divine – is reconciled through the “symbolic field” of New 

Testament Christianity. Writers such as Austin and Wilber describe Christians as 

believing that the divine principal lies outside themselves and the world (a concern with 

transcendence), and that it is Buddhism which teaches that “the universal principle, or 

Buddha nature, already exists not only within each person but everywhere else” (see 

Wilber prev. cit. pp.14-19.) Gibbons’s essential point is that full apprehension of the 

Christian message is close to that of the Buddhist viewpoint: unity and the operations of 
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space, enabled Gibbons to challenge Modernism’s abstraction through a variety of 

conceptual and figurative referential styles. Furthermore theologically the Old 

Testament premise of original sin was healed through the New Testament birth of Christ 

and the premise of incarnation. Christ’s death and resurrection atoned for original sin 

and resulted in divine immanence. Thus the qualities of everyday life are transmuted, 

incarnated, or merged with the divine. The absolute is then visible or delivered through 

experience or contemplation of the everyday.194 As will be presented Gibbons’s art 

practice, aimed at the everyday level at which we are incarnate, thus challenges the 

detachment, renunciation and disengagement of abstraction through a Christian reading 

of the everyday.  

 

Following Wellwood’s model it is not necessary to grant that Jesus is God Incarnate. It 

is the symbolic and conceptual frameworks from referencing this divinatory practice 

that can provide us with a way to look at reality. Similarly Gibbons emphasizes the 

concepts derived from how the life of Jesus characterizes God. His main argument, as 

will be more fully explored, is that culture has encoded spiritual beliefs that operate as 

modes of consciousness. For Gibbons a central binary within many cultures is that of 

transcendence and incarnation. He argues in much of his academic writing that the 

occult doctrine of correspondences, embedded in early Modernism through 

Romanticism and Symbolism, has led to Modernism developing along pessimistic or 

transcendent abstract lines where the human and divine worlds are split.195 However he 

views this as only a recent occult and esoteric trend and argues that Western Culture, 

based on New Testament theology that viewed God as incarnate and immanent, had 

reconciled and healed the binary. He effectively conveys a confidence in life that argues 

that rather than be tormented by life embrace it optimistically. How Gibbons arrived at 

 
the mind are perceivable within the world. However for Gibbons although the world is 

coded around transience it is not, through the forgiveness of sin within the idea of 

immanence, predominantly a place of sorrow (which is how Buddhism views it; see also 

the section on Gibbons’s Vanitas series in this thesis).  
194 Gibbons, Tom. Interviews with author. Also see Gaskell, G.A. Dictionary of all 

Scriptures and Myths, Avenel Books, New York, 1981, p.626. 
195 Explored in: Gibbons, Tom. Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies in English Literary 

Criticism and Ideas, 1880-1920, pre. Cit.. e.g. correspondences as discussed here, 

pp.134-136. 
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this joie de vivre sensibility, one that challenges dominant trends in Modern thought, 

forms a central core of this thesis. 

 

A possible explanation is that as an English post Second World War migrant, Gibbons 

was aware of the privileges available in the Australian post war lifestyle. This is the 

irony he saw when criticizing 1950-60 images by The Antipodean’s. The poverty and 

angst within the Australian situation was not as severe as the European situation 

Gibbons had left. As will be demonstrated he considered their emotionalism to be 

pessimistic in what had become optimistic times. Similarly the optimistic celebrations 

of the new urban freedoms, such as imaged by him in the Marching Girl works, film 

fantasies and consumer objects, had a sexiness, religiosity or folly that, when considered 

alongside their provincially innocent manifestation, Gibbons could only present through 

“affectionate irony”. In this way his oeuvre is atypical and perhaps a reason why he has 

never had a place in the Australian canon. His type of globalism that even universalizes 

the everyday ignores the prevailing concerns of critics and historians for our artists to be 

concerned with the antipodeanness of Australia and hence with themes such as 

isolation, landscape and Aboriginality.  

 

I. Immanence: 

A hermeneutic is the grid through which a scholar interprets a text and “a good scholar 

is consistent about his hermeneutic.”196 This dissertation describes Gibbons’s text as 

“the everyday” and “Immanence” as the hermeneutic through which he views that text 

as well as establishes the consistency with which he applies this hermeneutic. However 

it must be stressed that Gibbons’s oeuvre is not the presentation of a specialist’s 

theology, rather, like liberation theology, it is a praxis – a practical activity of art 

making informed by the general message of the bible and history; in this case the 

conversion idea of the incarnation and engagement with existence as Immanence. For 

Gibbons, to participate in the mystery of the everyday is to participate in the mystery of 

the incarnation and therefore to undertake the Christian journey.  

 

In a doctrinal sense Jesus is identical with God (John 10:30 “I and the Father are one”) 

but man as well. It is therefore through Christ that there is a relationship and 

 
196 Rohr, Richard and Martos, Joseph. The Wild Man’s Journey Reflections On Male 

Spirituality, St. Anthony Messenger Press, Cincinnati, Ohio, 1992, p.148. 
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identification between the everyday and God. However Gibbons’s theoretical thoughts 

on and practical use of immanence are a product not just of reading the bible but also, 

perhaps more so, how he used his Christian faith to inform his readings of philosophy, 

literature and cultural criticism. His scholasticism in interweaving themes and making 

intertextual structural and ideational links is a conventional approach within mid-

century Humanist studies. That it led him to penetrate to a root structural and conceptual 

point that he connects to the central Christian concepts of divine transcendence and 

divine immanence, is a result of these sources rather than his direct reading of 

scripture.197 It must be stressed that Gibbons’s New Testament point of view is through 

his experience of the arts and a study of cultural history rather than theological interest 

in these “two poles of biblical truth”.198 Although these sources also led him to take up 

the Christian faith, his appreciation of liturgy and doctrine was a later development and 

he prides himself on never proselytising.199

 

Kant affected a Copernican revolution in philosophy. After Kant the centre of the 

universe ceased to be in the realm of God and instead became the mind of man. Kant 

contended that we cannot know God because one cannot sense him empirically. 

Gibbons agreed that the mind was at the centre of how we “see” the structure of the 

world but he questioned, through the Christian idea of immanence, whether this meant 

that God was unknowable. That the constituent agent for any human quality or action is 

essentially immanent activity was an answer for Gibbons to pivotal philosophical 

questions about mind and “being” in the world. However it is not my intention to argue 

the theology of Immanence within this dissertation. Rather I examine Gibbons’s 

development of such a concept to support his arguments against particular aspects of 

Modernism. Nevertheless the reader needs to be aware of the general arguments 

concerning the theology of Immanence to understand Gibbons’s use of the concept.  

 

In philosophy and theology immanence refers to the omnipresence of god in the 

universe. The theory in its extreme form is Greek Pantheism in which God and the 

world are virtually identical.200 At the other extreme are those religious positions, as in 

 
197 For example St. John XV111, 20-23 and Ephesians 2: 4-5. 
198 www.theology(GrenzandOlsen).net (March 2005).  
199 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author at the artist’s Joondanna house, March 2003. 
200 Definition from www.believe.net 
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Gnosticism, which view the world as a realm of deception from which one seeks 

transcendence and deliverance. For Gibbons it is Judeo-Christian thought, but more 

particularly New Testament Christology, that is the ground for Western Euro-American 

thought and our cultural heritage. To him the Christocentric New Testament emphasis 

of our culture balanced and countered the Gnosticism of dualistic separation, the 

pantheistic natural order of the Greek concept of immanence and the overly 

transcendent view of Hebrew thought.201

 

For Gibbons, a consequence of the incarnation is that all our instincts and desires are 

impregnated with divinity and there is happiness and holiness in being human.202 He 

argues that, because God became flesh and put on matter, to view everyday life as 

inherently evil is to deny the Christian view of the world. As will be presented in this 

dissertation his “joie de vivre” (use of irony and realism) and his position on 

abstraction, as well as on the Antipodeans, is based on immanence and its consequences 

for the secular realm. 

 

While notions of Christian immanence inform an idealism evident in English social 

work, this vein of social action is not a premise of Gibbons’s oeuvre.203 Unlike some of 

the Antipodeans or Marxist Australian painters who did make images of social 

 
201 Gibbons interview, prev. cit. Basically he considers the dualism of Western thought, 

which springs from Gnosticism, to be life-negating rather than life-affirming in a 

Christology sense. Gibbons went on to say that although immanence is a concept 

explored in Greek, Egyptian and Hindu thought, their conceptualizing links immanence 

to nature and is polytheistic, whilst the New Testament emphasis is derived from 

monotheism and the idea that god is distinct from nature yet in union with man. He 

considered the New Testament usage to be an important development of the concept 

and, aside from being from the Judo-Christian basis of our culture, the most historically 

recent. He implied an evolutionary receptiveness to a concept that he nevertheless 

considers inherent. For his views on Gnosticism see: Gibbons, Tom. Vorticism and 

Gnosticism prev. cit. 
202 Gibbons discussions with the author about the Metaphysical poets, Gerald Manly-

Hopkins, Stanley Spencer and James Joyce, prev. cit. 
203 Moffatt, Ken and Irving, Allan. “Living for the Brethren’: Idealism, Social Work’s 

Lost Enlightenment Strain,” British Journal of Social Work, No. 32, 2002, pp.415-427. 
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commentary, he does not engage in protest or the depiction of particular locations based 

on their social issues.  A sense of the divine presence in the world, along with allusion 

to the concepts within immanence of participation and reciprocity, is the only 

commentary on the human condition that Gibbons makes.  

 

However Gibbons realizes that the antimony of transcendence and immanence must be 

held together or one falls into the extremes of Deism or pantheism.204 Thus his joie de 

vivre and Christian world view does not avoid references to philosophical pain. 

Analogous affirmation of the “good-life” to God’s presence is not Gibbons’s only 

description of the everyday. God’s presence in reality is “His” use of reality to help us 

metaphysically make a distinction between earthly appearances and divine essences.205 

Although Gibbons argues against the angst and pessimism of post world-war 

 
204 Gibbons, interview with author 2004. 
205 Ibid. This distinction is important. A paradoxical aspect of spirit, and one which 

Gibbons sees as emphasized and reconciled in Christian Immanence rather than 

pantheistic worldviews, is that the finite and created Earth is not the infinite and 

unlimited spirit, yet material life symbolically points to the grace of the infinite which 

created the earth for human’s to participate in the nature of God. For Gibbons, using the 

Christian framework, there is an integration of heaven and earth only within human 

consciousness because humans, since the divine-human reconciliation of Christ, have 

had the opportunity to reconcile with God and thus embody the transcendent/immanent 

paradox. Christ as “the last Adam (1 Cor 15:45) is the prototype for uniting humanity to 

God’s divinity. Through his incarnation he divinized human nature, but this indwelling 

nature transforms only the human into (a co-operative) immortality and not the wider 

world. The paradoxes and resulting irony of the two natures interpenetrating - of created 

matter being united with the divine, as well as time being united with eternity - is 

treated by Gibbons in his vanitas series discussed later. This Christian viewpoint on the 

natural state of true humanity is similar to Wilber’s viewpoint (The Essential Ken 

Wilber, prev. cit. p.52); although he views patriarchal religions as overemphasizing the 

transcendent nature of Spirit and the matriarchal religions as overemphasizing the 

immanent nature of Spirit (and thus equating the created Earth with the infinite which it 

is not). Wilber’s unity consciousness and the balancing of the transcendent/immanent 

aspects of non-dual (human) Being is what Gibbons views as being established by 

Christ. 



 - 88 -

                                                

existentialism and cultural humanism by foregrounding what can be regarded as an 

eschatology that seeks happiness in the here and now, within his Vanitas series he 

recovers the awareness that metaphysical contemplation is more important than we are 

by reminding us that the pleasures of this world are neither perfect or complete. As will 

be shown his Vanitas series establishes both the idea that the bounty and contentment 

provided by Western culture is provident as well as the idea that such produce is also a 

form of suffering.206  

 

As already touched upon Gibbons’s argument, detailed later in this dissertation, is that 

within the arts the Enlightenment led to Romanticism, Expressionism and a Modernist 

abstraction that saw theories of transcendence triumphing over immanence. According 

to theology historians Grenz and Olsen the opposite has been the case in theology where 

God’s immanence has been emphasized to the detriment of His transcendence. They 

consider “the greatest legacy of this century of theology is its recovery of the 

importance of the transcendence theme” although they also argue that except for a neo-

orthodox revolt against immanence, that lasted from the 1920s to 1960s, the quest of the 

20th century was for the immanence of God; with that quest becoming more world 

centred than church centred since 1960.207 Therefore Gibbons’s quest, although a revolt 

against transcendence for a recovery of immanence within the arts, has paralleled the 

theological trend for the latter part of the last century. 

 

Within Christian theology and philosophy the term immanence has varied applications, 

however its central point is to make theology relevant to the cultural context in which it 

 
206 According to Mariana Caplin (Do You Need a Guru? Thorsons, London, 2002) 

humans commonly seek enlightenment from a conscious or unconscious urge to have 

suffering alleviated but this also exists alongside a longing for union with Truth or God. 

The Vanitas series, as discussed later, can be described as examples of “Enlightened 

Duality”, a term coined by Lee Lozowick, “which describes the principal and practice 

of an abidance in non-dual realization which is then expressed through all facets of dual 

experience, infusing and transmuting that duality within the context of Oneness”(p.246). 

As is shown in this earlier section ideas of transmutation dominate Gibbons oeuvre. 
207 Grenz, Stanley J. and Olson, Roger E., 20th Century Theology: God and the World in 

a Transitional Age, Downers Grove, Intervarsity Press, 1992, p.312. Also see p.31, 

p.63, p.113, p.130 and pp.144-146. 
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seeks to speak.208 The concept of relevancy is also central to Gibbons’s use of the term. 

For him immanence was a justification for realism as it is the absolute relational 

category from which all correspondences and symbolism derives. From immanence 

arise universals. One conceptual trajectory for such universals is that through them 

everything transcends the immanent experience, yet for Gibbons one must stop short of 

the Romanticism of the “supernatural” and see that, if it is in the heart and mind of 

mankind that God resides, then the human mind and our perception of the everyday 

world is a mirror of divine presence and structure.209 Therefore Gibbons understands 

Bergson’s “conscience”, Wittgenstein’s “unknowable”, Jung’s “archetypes”, 

Nietzsche’s “Superman”, Schopenhauer’s “Will”, Heidegger’s “Being-in-the-world”, 

Hegel’s “idea” and Aristotle’s “Supreme Intelligence” as referring to the universal 

activity and structuring of immanence.210 Indeed the turning point of Gibbons’s thought 

processes was the discovery of the religious root of thought itself. In theological terms 

man only knows who he is in the light of God. The viewpoint that immanence is the 

religious a priori to all theoretical views and the philosophical ground-idea of all 

philosophical thinking enabled him to use realism during a period of art when 

referencing of the everyday was problematic to an artist who wished for his practice to 

be contemporary and relevant.  

 

When one examines Gibbons’s use of the term immanence it is as a broad countering to 

Modernism’s use of ideas of transcendence rather than as a theological interest in the 

nuances of the historical metaphysical debate. As presented above he uses immanence 

as a concept, which is informed by theology, but his application is more of a populist 

approach than a neo-orthodox or doctrinal approach. However because theology in the 

twentieth century is posed between the twin truths of divine transcendence and the 

divine immanence, there is an interplay between the central theological concerns of the 

last hundred years and Gibbons’s practical and critical practice.211 Indeed, as will be 

argued, Gibbons’s oeuvre and his exploration of immanence reflects the triumph of 

immanence over transcendence evident at the end of the twentieth century in areas such 

 
208 Ibid. pp.11-12. 
209 This is the authors summary of Gibbons position as understood from many 

interviews with the artist. 
210 Ibid. 
211Grenz and Olson, prev. cit. p.10. 
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as Integral studies and therefore his practice illustrates such popularising and re-

formulation of this doctrinal position.212 Broadly his search is similar to the inquiry of 

writers of the 1950-70’s period on the shared symbolism of world myths and religions, 

such as Paul Tillich and Joseph Campbell who gained popular readership in the 1970s. 

Like them Gibbons saw confirmation of metaphysical truths and lessons beneath the 

seeming contradictions of religions such as Christianity and Buddhism.213 However 

Gibbons regarded Christian imagery and beliefs as central to our culture and therefore 

regards Christian representation and concepts as those that the Western religious person 

should reflect on.214   

 

It is of central interest to this dissertation that Gibbons’s oeuvre is part of the 

reformulation and secular development of the debate concerning the relation of the 

world to its transcendent/immanent source. However the theological debates, concerned 

with whether such secularization “mutilates the Christian message” so that it is “barely 

recognizable”, is not central to this dissertation’s focus.215 Gibbons’s academic 

background privileges a use of arts’ sources (poetry, prose and fine art) and 

philosophical/historical discourse rather than scriptural and doctrinal sources and 

discourse, and it his response to and development of these sources within his oeuvre that 

I analyse. Yet, as I argue in my conclusion, Gibbons’s use of a “transcendence-

immanence” model to drive his analysis and response to Modernism is both appropriate 

and helpful if one wants to shift the boundary of the “abstractionism - realism” arts’ 

debate that underpins his exploration. Indeed, as will be presented, Gibbons’s oeuvre 

helps widen our understanding of the influences upon this arts’ debate and helps us 

relate Modernism both to the Christian community which forms our cultural roots and 

to the recent developments of integral and holistic theories. In insisting that metaphysics 

 
212Ibid. p.113 and p.130. For orthodox theologians, as well as those who assert 

transcendence, such trends lean “toward pantheism” and “radical immanentism” (p.130 

in a discussion of Paul Tillich). 
213 See for example Campbell, Joseph. Myths To Live By, The Viking Press, New York, 

1972, pp.27-31 where he presents the case that the lessons of the Bible and Buddhism 

are the same via the argument that “the symbolic images of the two traditions are (thus) 

formally equivalent” (p.30). 
214 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
215Grenz and Olson, prev. cit. p.130. 
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is still central to philosophical questions, Gibbons’s oeuvre suggests that theology 

should in fact become part of cultural studies and is central to study within the 

Humanities. Although his oeuvre does not hold the redemptive activity that a more 

overtly Christian practice may have established, nor the ethical characteristics of a 

socially critical practice, his continued returning to the idea of a hidden structuring 

presence in reality and consciousness makes concrete the struggle that all who question 

existence face. To phrase the question in relation to the incarnation and to ideas of the 

eternal and temporal is, as I conclude, to consider questions of unity as essential for our 

culture and the human community. That such a questioning results in a particular 

orientation towards life is clearly revealed by his oeuvre.  

 

Again the reader is reminded that this dissertation is presented to explicate Gibbons’s 

striving for a universal purpose within his art that, from his point of view, succeeds 

because he finds structures and themes that are independent of the artist’s feelings. The 

blurring of Romanticism and Classicism in this adventure is generally overlooked in 

favour of extrapolating the consequences of Gibbons’s own line of thought. Finally the 

reader is reminded that I am concerned in this dissertation with what Gibbons wrote or 

made and how this served or opposed certain responses to Modernism in local practice. 

In particular my focus is on the case Gibbons made for his Christian Humanist position 

as the foundation for a particular type of Modernist practice. However I conclude that 

Gibbons’s vision for art is a holistic vision that although attained by few philosophers or 

artists, is nonetheless a unifying vision now recognised as the foundation of Classical, 

Christian and certain strands of modern and post-Modernist thought and culture.216  

 

2. Who Is Tom Gibbons?   

Tom Gibbons was born in Salford, Lancashire on May 10th 1928, emigrating to 

Western Australia in 1955. Retiring at the end of 1993 from The University of Western 

Australia, where he had taught in the Department of English since 1957, he is currently 

Adjunct Associate Professor in the School of Art at Curtin University of Technology. 

                                                 
216 The theme of immanence was particularly important to the existential generation of 

the 1940s and 50s which preceded Gibbons; however their use of the term was quite 

distinct from Gibbons application. See writings such as Grenz and Olson or Peter 

Conrad for the Existentialist view. 
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Always fascinated by early Modernist literature, art, cinema and music (including jazz), 

he is especially interested in the occultist and millenarian elements of early Modernism, 

as well as the imagery of the contemporary mass media. He is married to the well-

known painter and photographer Miriam Stannage. 

 

In addition to taking degrees in English Literature at the Universities of Cambridge, 

London, and Western Australia, he has studied art at the Royal College of Art 

(Kingston-upon-Hull) and the Cambridge College of Art & Technology. He was invited 

to join The Perth Group of avant-garde artists by Guy Grey-Smith and Robert Juniper 

in 1957. In the early 1960s he exhibited in group and solo exhibitions Pop art styled 

works and in the Festival of Perth Exhibition in 1967 he exhibited Op styled work. 

Working and exhibiting in both styles until the mid 1970s, he can be considered a 

pioneer of these styles of art in Australia. For philosophical and art historical reasons, 

his favourite genres have become still-life and landscape. He works in a wide variety of 

media such as painting, oil-pastel, photography, collage, and hand-coloured xerography, 

often employing airbrush techniques. Since the mid 1980s he has been experimenting 

with computerised images including, from the mid 1990s, digital photography. 

 

Up until the time of completion for this thesis he has held fourteen one-man exhibitions 

in Perth and Fremantle: Triangle Gallery (1963), Desborough Galleries (1973), 

Undercroft Gallery, U.W.A. (1976), Galerie Düsseldorf (1981), Undercroft Gallery, 

U.W.A. (1983), Galerie Düsseldorf (1984), Fremantle Arts Centre (1985), Fremantle 

Arts Centre (1991), Artplace (1992), Goddard de Fiddes Gallery (1996), Lawrence 

Wilson Art Gallery Retrospective (1998), Artplace (1998), The Church Gallery (2001) 

and The Church Gallery (2003). 

 

His works are represented in private and corporate collections in the U.S.A., England, 

Sydney, Melbourne and Perth, and in important local institutions such as the Art Gallery 

of Western Australia, Curtin University of Technology, Edith Cowan University, Queen 

Elizabeth II Medical Centre, the Rural & Industries Bank, and The University of 

Western Australia.217 During 1977 and 1978 Gibbons was also commissioned by TVW 

Channel 7 to paint a series of 22 large film-star portraits, several of which are on 

 
217 He was not represented by the A.G.W.A. until the period of his retrospective. 



 - 93 -

                                                

permanent display in Cinema City (see illustration No. 25). Other works have been 

purchased by the West Australian Department of Contract and Management Services 

and are on display in institutions such as Bentley Hospital. 

 

Gibbons has written and broadcast extensive criticism of local exhibitions for The 

Critic, Artlook, and the Australian Broadcasting Commission. He has an international 

reputation as a scholar working in the field of early Modernism, and in addition to 

numerous articles on literary subjects has published scholarly articles on art-history in 

international journals such as The British Journal of Aesthetics, Art and Australia, The 

Journal of the Warburg & Courtauld Institutes, Modern Painters and Cauda Pavonis. 

 

Based upon contributions such as these, as well as his representation in many important 

private and public West Australian collections, it has been suggested by Patrick 

Hutchings that as a writer, critic, academic and artist, Tom Gibbons has “practically-

critically” provided the Perth art community with a range of opportunities to engage 

with Modernism.218 While several people, when giving their opinion on Gibbons’s 

contribution to the Perth art community, placed him amongst our first “true avant-

garde”, their comments were also matched by others whose perceptions about style 

tended to glorify a 1950s-60s “bohemian” scene. Others again considered his advocacy 

of figuration and his comments on European Modernism as conservative. The 

significance of what Gibbons or the artists of each period were trying to achieve could 

be lost beneath such romantic or reactionary generalizations. To counter-act this 

romanticising and labelling I have chosen to locate Gibbons’s “practical-critical” 

explorations within the history of his own dialogue with Modernism rather than a 

broader consideration of the development of visual culture in Western Australia. If 

Gibbons ever engendered, as one person said, Western Australia’s “Bloomsbury set”, it 

was very much the result of wanting to provide a forum for the investigation of ideas 

rather than a circle of friends for parties. Thus it is Gibbons’s development of ideas and 

his interest in tradition and cultural inheritance that are emphasised in this thesis. 

 

 
218 The term “practical-critical” is from Patrick Hutchings’s essay “Tom Gibbons: 

‘painting now!’ introductory essay in my book Time+Machine Tom Gibbons: Artwork, 

1955-98. prev. cit. 
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What can be concluded from analysis of his oeuvre is that since the late 1950s Gibbons 

has been engaging with and assessing Modernism, that he has developed a sensibility 

that has allowed considered use of the debates and styles around him, but that through-

out this dialogue he has re-asserted through affection and irony the Christian 

neoplatonic codes which underpin Western thought, work ethic and art and literature. 

The focus in this thesis is thus on the evidence of how, in a range of roles, Tom Gibbons 

has “practically-critically” engaged with Modernism for his own “development” and 

simultaneously provided the Perth art community with opportunities to engage with 

Modernism. 

 

In brief Gibbons has, as academic, critic and creator, amplified the influence of the 

occult on the history of abstraction in Western art. His academic findings have caused 

him to re-assess his own art practice and led him to incorporate references and questions 

to wittily readdress the metaphysics he sees as underpinning Western art practice and 

values.219 It is this re-assessment and approach that this dissertation investigates. 

 

3. Tom Gibbons 1928 - 1954: Family, Youth and his Undergraduate Years. 

As a child Gibbons lived through the Great Depression and the decade that led to the 

Second World War. Home was a four-roomed, two-story, working-class terrace-

house with a cellar containing a tin bath along with the coal. In these facts can be 

found Gibbons’s joy in the delights of the everyday and his appreciation of mass 

media and the manufactured that he later depicted in his art. Similarly his sense of 

security within his Australian urban surroundings against the English background of 

the Depression and then war informs his ironic notions of pleasure within change and 

chance. Gibbons considers his father’s medals and the colours and stripes of the 

ribbons, as well as Walt Disney’s animated film Fantasia (1940), to have equally 

influenced his interest in hard-edge, semi-abstract images and high culture. How 

such notions developed into series depicting back lanes and marching girls, or 

resulted in a witty appreciation of the vanitas genre, will be more fully explored later, 

however Gibbons reflects that: 

 

                                                 
219 For an outline of Gibbons’s position see his “Arguments from Design” review in 

Modern Painters, Autumn 1995, pp.105-106. 
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People were immensely kind and neighbourly. My own paintings have mostly 

been neither abstract nor pastoral landscapes, but concerned with the ordinary 

everyday life in urban surroundings, and I’m sure this and my ‘Pop Art’ 

tendencies derive from my earliest backstreet upbringing… We lads were by 

the age of fourteen familiar with Picture-goer’s cheese-cake starlets and the 

female nude photographs in two pocket-sized magazines: London Opinion 

and Lilliput… it included short stories by avant-garde literary authors like 

William Sansom, and mini-albums of visual artworks: first-rate black and 

white photographs by Bill Brandt, for example, and colour reproductions of 

paintings. Here I first enthusiastically encountered Van Gogh’s brightly 

coloured fishing-boats and the bizarre and surreal paintings of Edward 

Burra.220  

 

Gibbons’s family, who attended social evenings and an adult Sunday School in 

Stockport run by the Society of Friends (the Quaker church), underpinned his 

developing sensibility with a religious attitude that accepted work and the everyday as a 

vehicle for the divine. Such “classes” also included a “few talks on art” that Gibbons 

attended “around 1939” and he considers that the introduction in these to Buxtom 

Darbyshire’s images in shades of grey, as well as the idea of “Quaker Grey”, led to the 

realization that “painting did not need colour”. Orbiting Still-Live’s (1959; illustration 

 
220 Gibbons, Tom. “Speaking of Success”, Artist’s Chronicle, Art in Western Australia, 

Issue No. 81, Oct/Nov 2001, pp.18-19.  

However within his oeuvre whilst he enjoys the play of possibilities in wit and irony, he 

does not generally extend his sympathies to the “untethered meanings” of texts 

produced by movements such as Surrealism. Similarly the art-for-arts-sake cult of high 

modernism, as well as the Expressionism of the late Victorian era and Romanticism, is 

too subjective in communicating “truth” for his sensibility. His statements to me in 

interview indicate that for Gibbons these roots and branches of modernism, their 

reliance on ambiguities, “originality”, and “novelty” are aimed at concealment and 

pretence, rather than the fostering of truth. He argues that study of such groups tends to 

illustrate that the weirder the belief, the greater the power of elitist exclusion the group 

feels. Gibbons interprets these types of modernism as refusing to accept the realities that 

history (or nature) offers; one where truth is simple, public, natural. 



 - 96 -

                                                

No. 5) indicates this influence.221 Similarly Gibbons’s interest in technology and 

productive processes such as stencilling, screen printing, computer imaging, xeroxing 

and photographing - for example in his collages, his Random Landscape series (1982; 

illustration No. 31), W.A. Artists In Their Studios series (1984) and his Fun and Games 

series (1995; illustration No. 50) – along with his use of manufactured mass market and 

consumer goods in his imagery, also indicates an aesthetic sensibility informed by 

Quaker and Fabian ideas that see the work process itself as of value or as an 

aesthetic.222

 

Although his parents’ attendance at these local Quaker meetings indicates a source for 

his later interest in “spiritual” knowledge, Gibbons describes his childhood as not an 

overtly religious upbringing. Yet basic to the teachings of the Quaker’s is the belief that 

each person should worship God in their own way and that the authority of the Church, 

including baptism and the Eucharist, are irrelevant. Gibbons’s ideas on Immanence can 

be compared to the Quacker’s creed that the only authority is the Inner Light of Christ 

and his lack of commitment within his practice to any other creed or theology other than 

that of Immanence owes a debt, directly or indirectly, to them.223 Thus Gibbons later 

academic interest in whether Christian roots exist for turn-of-the-century beliefs such as 

millennialism, or whether there is within Christianity a more generally accepting 

 
221 The reader needs to note that depending on the period Gibbons used either “still-

live(s)” or still-life(s)” I have followed his spelling for painting titles but when quoting 

his writing to provide consistency I have changed his usage of still-lives to still-lifes and 

changed still-live to still-life. Any person looking at the original documents may notice 

such changes to the spelling of this term, However although I make such corrections in 

the body of my thesis in the bibliography I use the spelling as given in the original essay 

and text I reference.  
222 The Fabian motivation and dependency is one seen by David Bromfield in the work 

of Richard Hamilton, and one which he also considers as part of the British sensibility. 

See Bromfield, David. “The British Show”, Gone West. Prev. Cit. p.144. 
223Barrett, David, V. the new Believers Sects, ‘Cults’ And Alternative Religions, Cassell 

& Co, United Kingdom, 2001, p.139. Also Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 

Gibbons states that other than how Immanence encourages him to have a celebratory 

response to the physical world he does not have a doctrinally worked-out theological 

position. 
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acknowledgement of the goodness of creation (and one not reliant on any but the 

broadest of theologies), can be seen to have his parents’ Quakerism as one of its 

influences.224 However he considers the main influence of these meetings to be that the 

“value” of education was instilled in him at an early age. 

 

Gibbons remained an only child, a situation he describes as “Typical of that generation. 

The working classes could afford one child”. He went on to say: 

 

 My father was a railway clerk. Very intelligent. Born in the back streets of 

Salford, respectable working class. The eldest son of a large family; he won a 

scholarship to Salford Grammar School but had to leave at fourteen and go to 

work in a bakery. Called up at seventeen, made a prisoner, spent the war working 

in the iron mines of Germany. He had a gift for languages and worked as an 

interpreter. My mother was from the Salford dock area, very poor indeed. She was 

also very intelligent but left school at fourteen and also became a railway clerk. 

 My father stayed in the same job all his life. Moved to one or two different 

railway depôts. I’ve always been surprised that he didn’t do something more; but 

if I had been to the Western Front at the age of seventeen and been a prisoner, I 

would have been glad to spend the rest of my life in a secure job.  

 He also had a job, in the days leading up to the Second World War, when a lot of 

people were unemployed. I remember coming home from the public library in 

Stockport as a boy and seeing what seemed to be an endless queue of men on the 

dole stretching back from the Labour Exchange. 

  That has a connection with the collages I’m doing at the moment. In the sense 

that I get on the bus and everybody is clean, well-dressed and everything is neat 

and tidy. It gives me great pleasure, because I was never hungry and always well 

clothed, but not very far from me were very poor children of unemployed people. 

If my works show some genuine pleasure in the products of consumer capitalism 

it’s because I do take a genuine pleasure in them. I’m delighted that I and other 

 
224 Barret considers such an acknowledgement of god’s goodness as a resurgence of the 

Pelagian heresy, condemned by Augustine, which denies the doctrine of original sin, as 

“a very British  heresy” (Ibid, p.136 and p.147). Gibbons Vanitas series convinces me 

that he does not promote the heresy. 
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people can have bright coloured fabrics and afford to buy CD records and players. 

In this country we are blessed, on the whole, with abundant food and good 

medical services. 

 Perhaps it’s because I have in my background, memory of that Lowry world in 

which I grew up, that with no sentimentality or hypocrisy I can say we have these 

things to be thankful for.”225

 

Gibbons’s reminiscences suggest decent, hardworking parents who inhabited a world of 

routine and who held middle-class aspirations for a comfortable life without want. It can 

be said that their attitudes and values are reflected in his oeuvre’s celebration of 

ordinary life. Similarly his negative views of the romantic tradition, explored in detail 

later, as well as his sense of art as a mastery of craft and processes can also be 

recognized in his parent’s sober approach to “bread and butter” issues as indicated 

above. 

 

In 1939 Gibbons won a scholarship to a new boys’ grammar-school in the North of 

England industrial mill-town of Stockport, starting there aged eleven just as war was 

declared. Gibbons recalls the boys forever drawing Spitfire fighters, Hurricanes and 

defeated Messerschmitts while at night having to sleep in his family’s air raid shelter 

(elements from the wing designs of these planes appear in his 1966 Op paintings). 

Though affluence may have been missing in the working-class ‘Lowry’ landscape of 

Gibbons’s youth, there was still a cultural richness to ordinary everyday life that he later 

celebrates in his art and uses as an argument against post-war pessimism. Access to 

such cultural history also embedded in him an appreciation for such history and 

established a sensibility that was brought to the fore when he contrasted such access 

with what was available locally when he arrived here:  

 

There was no sort of artistic interest in the family at all. In those pre-television 

days, we didn’t have a radio for quite some time. I was in the habit of going down 

to the public library with my father about twice a week in the evenings to get out 

books. My parents both read in the evenings for entertainment. The local library 

was, in Stockport, an imposing building with an excellent reference library and 

 
225 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. 
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reading rooms, just as the nearby Manchester City Art Gallery was considerably 

high up on the national scale. This was why, when I came to W.A., I was amazed 

to find a lack of these public facilities. For there not to be a pretty big library 

around the corner was not something I’d encountered before. These aren’t 

intended as criticisms, just an indication. It wasn’t until I came here that I realised 

what a rich background I had. It makes me wonder how people like Miriam 

[Stannage] and Brian McKay, who both come from Northam, have managed to 

achieve so much on a kind of starvation diet of culture. At the age of seventeen I 

was able to see an enormous post-war touring exhibition of Matisse and Picasso in 

Manchester which really impressed me no end. As school concerts we used to go 

and listen to the Hallé Orchestra playing in a nearby large cinema. We just took 

this for granted. 

 

Gibbons’s direct art experience was indeed impressive. Stockport’s small municipal 

art gallery included Lowry’s work and, remarkably for the time, an abstract painting 

by Fernand Léger. The nearby Whitworth Art Gallery held a prestigious collection of 

works by William Blake, and the Manchester Gallery an equally prestigious 

collection of Pre-Raphaelite paintings. And these are the works which forged his 

academic interests and visual sensibility: 

 

I visited them regularly. I was particularly attracted to the Modernist works: 

Brancusi’s sculpture The Fish, hyper-realist paintings by Edward Wadsworth 

and Tristram Hillier, a ferocious self-portrait by Wyndham Lewis, and an 

enchanting large still-life by Ben Nicholson called Au Chat Botte (At the Sign 

of ‘Puss in Boots’). … (it was there) after the war ended in 1945, (that) I saw 

the famous French exhibition of works by Picasso and Matisse, and a very large 

exhibition of Cezanne watercolours. Although the Picasso/Matisse exhibition 

scandalized many, I took to it immediately and particularly admired Picasso’s 

huge Night Fishing at Antibes.226  

 

Access to these galleries and the evident impact on Gibbons’s visual recall of 

particular Modernist works influenced the work he first made when he arrived in 

 
226 Gibbons, The Artist’s Chronicle, prev. cit.  p.19. 
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Western Australia. The Pre-Raphaelite and William Blake collections perhaps 

indicate an influence for Gibbons’s later use of literary and symbolic references in 

his work. He certainly acknowledges their influence upon his understanding of the 

religious within the everyday. 227 A hallmark of the Romantic movement was a 

Christian reaction to the scientific rationalism of the Enlightenment whereby the 

Romantics, including the Pre-Raphaelite’s, sought to re-instate the spirit into an 

account of human experience.228 However whilst Gibbons finds affinity with this 

Romantic predisposition to explain experiences through the divine, he considers their 

celebration of the imagination and feeling, through such movements as symbolism 

and the gothic, as a tendency to move immanence into pantheism and the 

supernatural. It is this tendency of the broader Romantic movement to love the exotic 

over the familiar which he finds repugnant.  

 

Similarly a precedence for his later use of randomness in creating poetic 

juxtapositions, and an interesting connection with an Australian use of surrealist 

chance, occurred during the year for his University entrance exam in 1945 when he 

heard on BBC radio a programme about the 1944 Ern Malley Affair and the random 

technique of chance and association that James McAuley and Harold Stewart used to 

create their 1943 hoax poems. The programme inspired Gibbons to organize a poetry 

writing session, which became a regular “source of amusement”  where “the boys 

would sit around a library table, randomly  open an encyclopaedia, point a finger at a 

line and  write it down before passing it on.”229 The Ern Malley controversy “put the 

Modernist movement on international trial” and it is interesting to conjecture that the 

implications of the hoax may have laid some of the foundation for Gibbons’s 

academic interest in Modernist ideas and their occult inspired “hoax” background.230 

 
227 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit.  
228 Upstone, Robert. The Pre-Raphaelite Dream, Tate Publishing, Britain 2003. 
229 Gibbons, prev. cit. 
230 Gibbons, conversation with author at the artists house October 8, 2003. McAuley’s 

fascination with Joyce’s use of religion is also shared by Gibbons although Gibbons 

does not read Joyce as mocking religion but as celebrating the humour of god incarnate; 

a view supported by Harry Blamer’s 1966 The Bloomsday Book, Methuen & Co. 

London. For details of the Ern Malley hoax see Heyward, Michael. The Ern Malley 

Affair, University of Queensland Press, 1993. 
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Certainly his later 1960 reading of Jung’s introduction to Richard Wilhelm’s 

translation of the I Ching or Book of Changes re-confirmed for him these earlier 

considerations of playfulness within the search for insight and chance, within the 

search for patterns (developed in his Random Landscape series, 1982).231

 

Equality of opportunity and access to institutions of learning were also being 

encouraged, especially after the war in 1945. Though affluence and class still set social 

standing and aspirations, the depression and world wars had highlighted the need for 

education and training. Gibbons had parental support in his pursuit of a University 

degree as: 

  

Circumstances didn’t allow my parents to develop their intelligence. Being 

brought up in a left-wing Labour tradition, which I was very conscious of, it was a 

really radical change for somebody with my background to be allowed to stay on 

to the Sixth Form at the Grammar School at Stockport and almost unheard of to 

go to University. 

 

Gibbons postponed his National Service and studied for an English Language and 

Literature degree at the then University College of Hull. There were reproductions of 

paintings on the walls at Hull and Gibbons recalls being regularly enthralled by Franz 

Marc’s Tower of Blue Horses in the college refectory. During his undergraduate course 

Gibbons, like many intelligentsia of the period, developed an interest in communism of 

the “secular socialist and humanist kind, rather than the Marxian and nationalist 

kind.”232 However it was one of the teaching staff, the Marxist historian Francis 

Klingender, who introduced Gibbons and his fellow-students to Marxist values as well 

as children’s art and minimalist furniture.233 Klingender’s Art and the Industrial 

Revolution (1947), with Antal’s Florentine painting and its social Background (1948), 

 
231 Gibbons, phone call with author, April 2005, prev. cit. 
232 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. During this period he considered himself 

aligned to Marxist values but these became more broadly humanist as the conditions of 

countries under Communist rule became more widely known. See also Gibbons The 

Artist’s Chronicle, prev. cit. p.19. 
233 Ibid. 
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and Bernard Smith’s Place, Taste and Tradition (1945) were amongst the three 

significant Marxist art histories to appear during the 1940s, and are indicative of the 

socialist-humanist tradition that informed Gibbons’s reading and the development of his 

humanist values during this period.234 Later further reading at the University of Western 

Australia, centred upon his interest in Renaissance Humanism and art, as well as the 

poetry of the Metaphysical poets, led him by 1961 to consider the fulfilment of man as 

being within the framework of Christian principles; rather than within political 

ideologies.235

 

Although he now considers his communist views to have been “miss-informed”, his 

early idealism is consistent with the viewpoints of the type of communism supported by 

The Workers Guild in Western Australia in the 1930’s and 1940 period and indicative 

of the “truths about human nature” that he sought for and later supported in his 

practice.236 Thus in his formative years Gibbons had an interest in understanding human 

experience yet was questioning and therefore somewhat sceptical and critical of the 

views presented by the ruling class. This developed into a more specific questioning of 

imposed values and rules as well as a search for the basis for early Modernist’s claims 

for “universal truths”, with a fuller enquiry based sensibility becoming established 

during his university studies.  

 

After receiving an Honours degree he went on to gain his Certificate in Education which 

later allowed him to apply for a teaching position in Western Australia. When he arrived 

 
234 Ibid. Some correspondence between Smith and Gibbons also speculates on whether 

they attended the same lectures given by Klingender. 
235 Ibid and Gibbons letter to author 29th December, 2004. The information “that came 

out after the war on allied and communist atrocities” “dampened any political idealism.” 
236 That the networks that formed around the West Australian Socialist groups 

established a sensibility that was accepting of certain types of modernism, and that these 

continued during the Second World War and 1950s to allow acceptance of the enquiries 

brought into the public realm by Gibbons et. al in the 1960s, formed a major part of the 

first draft of material gathered for this thesis (200,000 plus words) which has had to be 

culled. Any reader interested in this area of West Australian art history is welcomed to 

contact me. 
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here (discussed in more detail later) his communist sympathies and developing 

Christian Humanism fitted the values held by local Modernists: 

 

Guy [Grey-Smith] is on record as saying that he was a Christian Socialist. That 

was a fairly ordinary kind of thing for well-meaning and fairly educated people to 

be at that time. Following the Second World War nearly all undergraduates like 

myself, including ex-servicemen like Guy, were Labour Party supporters to a man 

or woman. The more daring of us joined the Communist Party. Becoming a 

secondary school teacher was in a way political because I thought it was my duty 

as a working-class lad to pass on some of my education to other working-class 

children. I was quite an idealistic young educator and Labour supporter, but I 

don’t think that has found its way into my art work at all.  

 

During his years of study at Hull (1946-50) Gibbons started a university film society. 

This interest in film led to the development of an interest in art and is evident in many 

references to film throughout his oeuvre. To advertise the Hull film society he had to 

produce posters. He designed and painted these himself, leading to an experimentation 

with layout, colour and typography which has continued to interest him; evident in his 

still-life collages 1981-1995 which often rely upon inclusion of text for their wit, as well 

as paintings that include words such as The End circa 1969 (illustration No. 11), 

Annunciation 1971 (illustration No. 20), word based Op works circa 1968 (illustration 

No. 19) and particularly his 2004-5 text based Logos series (which make Op art out of 

words from the Metaphysical Poet’s and popular song). Vacation work with a Stockport 

newspaper enabled him to gain further experience in this area.237

 
237 In connection with these now no longer extant pieces he has emphasized his interest 

in typography; relating it to the collages of cubism and Kurt Schwitters. During the 

same period, as well as his youth, he professes an interest in the Pre-Raphaelite artists 

and the work of William Holmann Hunt. The symbols used by these artists and 

movements, unlike allegory, honour the seen world.237 Gibbons has continued to 

connect his sensibilities to these two seemingly disparate influences. From the former 

he has developed an interest in the embodiment and presence of objects from the 

modern world, from the latter, based on the hermeneutic vocabulary of types and 

prophecies invoked by the typological biblical readings of Victorian evangelicalism, he 

has connected contemporary everyday reality with Christian narratives and New 
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In 1949, after completing his university degree, he visited Florence and spent many 

hours in the Uffizi. On his return, as part of his post-graduate Certificate in Education, 

he studied art weekly at Hull’s Royal College of Art. After gaining his teaching 

qualification Gibbons completed his two years’ National Service in the Royal Air Force 

as an Education Officer.  

 

During his service he acquired the nick-name “bubbles” because his curly blond hair 

reminded his peers of the clean smiling child featured in the mid-1880’s advertising 

campaign for Pear’s soap. He has made affectionate reference to this advertising image 

and nick-name in various still-life series, including the 1981 Forty Still-lives (art-

history) series, the 1983 Artist’s Vanitas series and his 1995 Fun and Games series.  

 

The Pear’s late Victorian advertising campaign is regarded as one that used iconography 

to link the emerging commodity culture of contemporary life with Victorian moral and 

religious pre-occupations.238 The campaign featured a Sir John Everett Millais’ painting 

originally entitled “A Child’s World” with an inserted bar of Pear’s soap. For Gibbons 

the manipulation and re-titling of a vanitas-like painting and its use in a print campaign 

pre-dated Duchamp’s and Pop’s cultural transgressions of the boundaries between fine-

art and the everyday aesthetics of commodification. Gibbons’s interest in taking art 

from the elite realm of fine-art to the mass realms of reproducible commodity, by 

playing with the semiotic space of both aspects of culture, was perhaps initially 

suggested to him within this biographical conflation. That theological or spiritual 

associations reverberate within economic production became Gibbons’s central 

aesthetic tenet and the core irony for his witty disparaging of romantic “inspiration”, as 
 

Testament ideas. See Landow, William Holman Hunt and Typological Symbolism, Yale 

University Press for the Pall Mellon Center for Studies in British Art, 1979. Ian Fletcher 

in The Listener 25th May 1967 is considered to have written a pioneering study on this 

topic. Gibbons also indicates his interest in the Pre-Raphaelite’s in “The Exclusive 

Brethren”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No. 10 May 25, 1962, p.77. 

 
238Suggested by Lukacs and Wicke as quoted by Hall, Stuart. Chapter 4 “The Spectacle 

of the ‘Other’ pp.280-282, in: Hall, Stuart (ed) Representation Cultural Representations 

and Signifying Practices, Sage Publications, London, 1997. 
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well as his vanitas based subverting of art “manufacturing” and “empty” consumerism. 

Such art bridges the gap between art and lived experience and shares symbolic territory 

with more recent Australian artists such as Ricky Swallow.239  

 

In 1953 Gibbons took a job as an English teacher in Derbyshire where he exhibited 

paintings for the first time. He also got to know Lucy Wertheim, whose gallery housed 

sculptures and drawings by Henry Moore and an “outstanding collection of Christopher 

Wood.”240 He moved to Western Australia in 1955 to take a temporary teaching 

position at Scotch College, teaching a range of subjects including, in the absence of a 

properly qualified teacher, art.  

 

4. 1955-1957: Gibbons’s Arrival in Western Australia and his Early Sensibility. 

Among the household effects in our giant packing-case on the Fremantle wharf 

was a reel of René Clair’s ‘The Italian Straw Hat’. I planned to dissolve the 

emulsion off the film and paint my own abstract ‘cartoon’. The Customs Officer 

asked if I was importing any films. …I told the West Australian Customs Officer 

that our packing case contained some ‘French film’. Speechless with horror at the 

indecent implications of these two words he summoned two lounging anthropoids 

in overalls who gleefully demolished the crate with crowbars. The sinister grey 

canister was gingerly removed, coming back to me two weeks later with an 

Official Permit allowing me to exhibit it publicly throughout Australia. That was 

1955. I was just 27 years old and had arrived here with my wife and infant son.241

 

Gibbons arrived in Western Australia after five weeks on a boat. He explained his 

reason for coming as ‘boredom with post-war Britain and the chance for a free trip to 

Australia’. He had intended to go back after two years, once he had saved up the return 

                                                 
239 Whose series “Killing Time”, shown at the 2005 Venice Biennale, is also based on 

the vanitas tradition.  
240 Gibbons, The Artist’s Chronicle, prev. cit. 
241 Gibbons, Tom: ‘Untitled’, typed text with notation ‘for David Foulkes-Taylor Years 

1982’. An invitation exhibition catalogue was published. 
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passage; his initial impressions did little to change his mind.242 He described it as 

‘rather like landing on the moon’.243 His comment echo that made by artists, such as 

Allan Baker, who moved to Perth from the Eastern states rather than overseas, and who 

likewise found the WA Art Gallery and art scene under-resourced and a poor substitute 

for what they had left.244  

 

Apart from the length of the trip, his initial encounter with local attitudes towards 

culture - in the form of the suspicious Customs Officials who did not believe that the 

reel of film he sought to bring in with him was for artistic experimentation - was not 

exactly encouraging. They were, according to Gibbons’s account,245 quite incapable of 

making sense of his explanation that he was planning to dissolve the emulsion on his 

reel film and paint his own abstract cartoon on the cleared film stock, suspecting him of 

trying to import pornography. 

 

Gibbons thus arrived to encounter a scene defined by a sense of the theatrical and 

surreal. He has remained keenly aware of the incompatibility between local suspicion 

about imported culture and his own background. The experience did however reveal a 

fundamental collision between seriousness and humour which Gibbons has continued to 

find interesting and to engineer into images. 

 

Gibbons’s early impressions are typical of the time, and had been a recurring feature of 

attitudes to Australian culture since the beginning of colonization. When James W.R. 

 
242 However Gibbons has come to appreciate that his initial impressions were ignorant 

of much of what was happening although these initial impressions acted as a spur to  

become involved: Gibbons, Tom. Comment to author during visit to the artist’s home, 

October 2003. 
243 Gibbons, Tom. Authors notes from Gibbons’s talk, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 

10th August, 1996. 
244 Cook, Robert. Allan Baker – A Survey, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 2000, p.12. 

Cook came to W.A. in 1949. As already stated it is standard practice when describing 

the local scene to make this depreciation. 
245  Also given in Ted Snell’s, “Tom Gibbons”, unpublished article for Vogue 

Magazine, 1995. 
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Linton was chief art instructor at the Perth Technical School in 1904 he commented: 

“…Generally they have not the advantages students in Europe have where, even in the 

most provincial towns, there is a Museum of Arts that would put to shame our little Art 

Gallery in Perth, though the few examples we have in our little Art Gallery are 

excellent.”246 The provincial debate, as will be shown later (see also Appendix), is one 

that Gibbons comments on.  However, he does not view Perth as lacking access to 

contemporary debates; a result of the rise of mass-communication technologies. 

 

Part of the reason that Gibbons initially felt so isolated was that the Perth he arrived at 

in the mid 1950s can be regarded as pre-television days.247 Yet the absence of mass-

communication technology and “the starvation diet” of public facilities is one reason 

why local discussion groups and networks were so active in the 1930 to late 1950s 

period (see appendix). Within these private networks people enjoyed regular dialogue 

about art practice and the sharing of information sourced from travellers and books. 

Gibbons’s initial teaching appointment led to several contacts within the existing art 

scene. His “rich background” enabled him to contribute to the already existing desire to 

overcome the disadvantages of distance and to meld local sensibilities into something 

distinctive.  Gibbons’s British and intellectual backgrounds satisfied local provincial 

ideas on where such information should come from.248

 

Despite the initial culture shock, Gibbons arrived in Western Australia half way through 

a decade of significant change. Alan Vizents described it as a period in which the local 

art community desired a more liberal exploration of art practice, a period that paved the 

way for development of significant commercial galleries such as the Triangle Gallery 

(1956) and the Skinner Galleries (1958). Vizents argues that the more liberal values and 

 
246 Linton, James W.R. “The Fine and Applied Arts in Western Australia”, The Western 

Mail, 23 July 1904. 
247 Television began in Australia on September 16 1956, when the commercial station 

TCN-9 Sydney first broadcast in black and white. The opportunity for capital 

expenditure on broadcasting occurred because of the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games 

but many people did not own televisions. It wasn’t until March 1975 that Australians 

were able to watch in colour. 
248 The type of elitism implied by Linton favoured Gibbons, see Linton prev. cit. See 

also comments made by Dennis Moore later in this section.  
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tastes of Laurence (Laurie) Thomas, who became Director of the Art Gallery of Western 

Australia in 1952, in conjunction with his purchase of contemporary Australian art, 

were an integral part of this cultural development.249  Although Thomas certainly aided 

change, the Appendix of this thesis shows that the situation was far more complex; there 

were many contributions to the developing Modernist sensibility. 

 

The post-war period was, in many senses of the word, a time of reconstruction. The 

conservative old guard holding sway at the Art Gallery was supplanted and ‘Old Perth’ 

began to disappear (in some cases, as with the Barracks, without regard for heritage 

value). Modernism and innovation visibly changed Perth’s commercial building skyline 

with the construction of the Prudential Building at 171, St. George’s Terrace in 1956 

and the start of the Modernist Council House in 1959.250 By the end of the 1950s Perth 

had two of the first obvious Modernist buildings in Australia. 

 

Likewise the many exhibitions and competitions which were held during the 1950s 

inspired a new Modern outlook. ‘French Painting Today’, on tour in Perth in September 

1953, was visited by 20,000 people. In that exhibition the Perth public could see for the 

first time works by Hartung, Léger, Masson, Braque, Buffet, Chagall, Derain, Dufy, 

Ernst, Matisse, Miró, Picabia, Picasso, Rouault, Soulages, de Staël, Tanguy and Villon.   

 

Charles Hamilton, in keeping with the fore-grounding and promotion of a Modernist 

sensibility and an educational stance,251 asked the public to engage with the formal 

qualities and techniques of the art displayed: “Go with an open mind. Look at the 

pictures as individual expressions. Select those you like best and try to appreciate their 

pictorial quality rather than their meaning. Try to find beauty of line, form, pattern or 

 
249 Alan Vizents, “The Hall of Mirrors: The Art Gallery of Western Australia 1950-

1957” in Essays on Art and Architecture in Western Australia, The University of 

Western Australia, Centre for Fine Arts, 1988, p.61. 
250 Christine Sharkey, “Robert Juniper’s National Bank Mural of 1954”, ibid., pp.51-52. 
251 As outlined in Appendix this is a stance occurring since the late 1930s and adopted 

by several critics such as King and Hamilton. 
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colour. Do not worry about the work you cannot appreciate. Do not try to compare it 

with ordinary painting – it has quite a different intention and origin.”252  

 

Arthur Russell recalls that: 

 

             It was extremely important at the time. The French Painting Today exhibition 

confirmed that the war was over and there was a new spirit in the air based on 

abstraction. A part of what was amazing was that the war had been in France and 

here were these amazing paintings from there. I don’t think Guy (Grey-Smith) 

was first influenced by the De Stael and Soulages in that exhibition, but it 

allowed for our appreciation of what he tried and how he developed. The 

exhibition wasn’t pure abstract of course, there were a lot of artists who are now 

considered older Modern masters represented. As a whole it featured that type of 

abstraction most of the local Modernists, such as Bob (Robert Juniper) and Guy 

(Grey-Smith) took up – experimenting with real shapes, drawn from the 

landscape or figure, with bold colour or colour juxtaposition, surface stylization 

through cutting back in with the paint handle, or the use of an out-line. I didn’t 

really respond to the older masters such as Picasso and Matisse, even Braque, as 

much as I did to those artists I knew nothing about. As I’ve said elsewhere, I 

responded to the more abstract works by da Silva and Kermadec and became 

quite abstract myself, one of the most abstract in Perth. A block-like, 

expressionist style, like an early Olsen or a freer Godfrey Miller; who I knew 

nothing about until I went to study at East Sydney (Technical College). The 

surface and geometric qualities of the more Modern work (in French Painting 

Today) became part of our discussions on abstraction and realism. We didn’t 

consider such conversations important, they were the natural result of what we 

were exploring, (however) the significance of what we discussed was brought 

home by the Italian exhibition that followed a couple of years afterwards.253

 
252 Hamilton, Charles. “Advice to those in doubt”, The West Australian, September 8, 

1953, p.5. 
253 Russell, Arthur. Interview with author prev. cit. Follow up conversation in Northam 

visit, November 1999. The comments on the influence of this exhibition “said else-

where” are in Ted Snell’s essay “At the Still Point of the Turning World The Art of 

Arthur Russell”, Arthur Russell – in retrospect, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 1991. 
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A similar range and depth of Modernist art to that in French Painting Today was shown 

in the 1956 Italian Art of the Twentieth Century. Brian McKay, a member of The Perth 

Group, recalls that the exhibition was “a tremendous eye-opener”. He was astounded by 

the audacity of Lucio Fontana’s Concept of space (1955) which “was just simply a huge 

wide canvas with a knife stuck right in the middle of it – it just sort of knocked me 

out.”254 Hamilton, writing in the West Australia, discussed the Modernism as having 

influence and “position in international art” and promoted the “vitality”, “purpose” and 

“direction” “which drives one to further study”.255

 

In January 1954 the Art Gallery of Western Australia, in conjunction with the Festival 

of Perth, held a show of one hundred and eleven art works (paintings, drawings and 

sculptures) entitled ‘Contemporary Australian Art’. The annual Perth Art Prize for 

contemporary art was inaugurated by Laurie Thomas in 1954. ‘Italian Art of the 20th 

Century’ toured in 1956.256 Touring exhibitions featuring avant-garde idioms paved the 

way for articulate discussion of local culture and the publication in the 1960s of The 

Critic and Westerly, a rejuvenated version of the Winthrop Review. Thus Gibbons 

arrived in Western Australia at an opportune time to become part of the social and 

cultural network which supported burgeoning artistic and critical practice. Although 

Gibbons has described his shock at the lack of public amenities he now realizes that 

such absences partly prompted his involvement in developing the local enthusiasm that 

was in existence towards the standards he expected:  

 

. . . public amenities such as libraries and art-Galleries were either non-existent, or 

hopelessly run-down, like the old State Reference Library and the old Art Gallery 

of Western Australia …This shock to one’s system proved to be quite bracing 

after a while, because there was a strong local tradition of DIY: Do It Yourself, 

instead of waiting for someone else to do it for you. I had begun to paint a little 

before leaving England, as a hobby. If I had stayed in the U.K., I don’t think I 

 
254 McKay, Brian. Catalogue, The Folkes Taylor Years, West Australian Institute of 

Technology, 1983. 
255 Hamilton, Charles. “Italian Art of the Twentieth Century”, The West Australian, 

March 28 1956, p.12. 
256 Ibid., pp.63-64. 
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would ever have felt the freedom and the incentive to paint and to exhibit as I have 

done since settling in W.A.257  

 

There are several strands in Gibbons’s comments that deserve expansion and all allude 

to the networks he formed, the debates engendered and the self-sufficiency of the 

resulting practice.  Indeed Modernism had been debated locally for nearly two decades 

and was in the mid 1950s being consolidated in the local scene.258 Nevertheless the 

1954-64 period is a crucial decade in the development of Western Australian 

Modernism and Gibbons sensibility aided the debates.  

 

Particularly central to the development of local Modernism were the debates about 

abstraction occurring at the time of Gibbons’s arrival. These were centred around 

Robert Juniper’s winning painting for the 1954 Perth Prize for Contemporary Art. The 

Prize “attracted entries from over East by artists like Molvig and Lynn. And when 

Juniper won with the advancing colours of his Saint Xavier Thorn and Fetish it was a 

 
257 Gibbons, Tom. Text for speech at The Lawrence Wilson Gallery, ’40s-’50s 

exhibition forum, authors collection. A revised version was published in Art Monthly, 

December 1996. 
258 While this thesis presents Gibbons as a major figure - helping to introduce a more 

reflective and ambitious practice than the generations preceding him - it is also part of 

my premise that modernism as a possible sensibility was already well established in 

Perth when Gibbons arrived (see Appendix). In assessing this period art historians have 

tended to read the documents of the time too literally. The often cited complaints 

against the conservatism of the time are good evidence for an established Modernist 

sensibility in Perth. The rhetoric of this period, complaining about the ignorance and 

conservatism of local art practice and audiences, should be appreciated as the rhetoric 

of the debate about modernism and that these types of statements are in fact an 

indication that discernible and alternative positions were being articulated, and 

cohabitating alongside and in tension with, the dominant scene. This is not to say that 

modernism was not contested for clearly how it was contested by Gibbons is the reason 

for this dissertation. 
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strong force for their own (local) morale.”259 It heralded a decade of debates about 

whether art should be image based or abstract, technically sophisticated or free and 

expressive, concerned with form or ideas, representing local experience or responding 

to international modes with Gibbons becoming central to such debates through the 

pages of Westerly and The Critic in the early 1960s (see the section on Philpot later in 

this dissertation).260  

 

The win by Juniper was also noted by Arthur Russell as a turning point in local 

confidence though he recalled Juniper’s yearly insistence that “everyone had to put 

something in” (to local Prizes) as equally important in “making us think about pictorial 

development yet feel like one big group”.261  

 

For Russell although exhibitions such as the Perth Prize and the Perth Society of Artists 

annual show enabled artists the opportunity for a “public showing”, it was particular 

individuals rather than exhibitions who “seemed to convey the life of the time” and who 

“got us looking and listening”. Indeed he recalled how people: 

 

Such as David Foulkes-Taylor, Jimmy Cooke, Laury Thomas, Bryant McDiven, 

Anne Mendelson, Rose Skinner, Joe Parkiniovich, Esther and Roy Constable … 

had exotic and beautiful things to show us. There has been too much emphasis on 

Domus. It was kangaroo soup and wine flowing down the corner of Milligan and 

 
259 Constable, Esther. Interview with author Bassendean, October 13, 2001. All quotes 

by her that follow, unless otherwise footnoted, are from this interview .The Constables 

purchased and later donated this painting to the Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery. 
260 The role of Juniper has been covered by many writers and I will not be repeating this 

material on his importance to this period. Interested readers can see Starkey, Christine.  

PhD Thesis prev cit. and :  

Lynn Elwyn. The Art of Robert Juniper, Craftsman House Sydney, 1986.  

O’Brien, Philippa. Robert Juniper, Craftsman House, Sydney, 1992. 

Smith, Trevor. ed. Robert Juniper, A.G.W.A. 1999.  
261 Russell, Arthur. Interview with author in Northbridge, September 1999. I 

interviewed Russell before and after viewing Juniper’s A.G.W.A. retrospective and also 

made notes on various points as we walked around the exhibition.  These comments 

were made in front of the painting. I reviewed the retrospective for Art and Australia. 
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the Terrace that had us discussing design, palette knifes and paintings. It was the 

guest speakers at the Art Gallery (which included Gibbons) organised by the 

Constables that had people flocking down in their thousands like hungry sheep 

that haven’t been fed.262  

 

Though certainly exaggerated, Russell’s ability to list so many people and his desire to 

be so descriptive forty years on conveys the value he places on the social networks of 

the time in promoting and developing a Modernist sensibility. He also poetically 

underscores how the local audience was ready for this development and how the debates 

about Juniper’s painting drew art and Modernism into a wider public profile. 

 

These debates involve complex questions. To arrive at a view point one requires a 

sensibility open to various cultural theories – including philosophical, aesthetic, 

historical and sociological models. Part of my argument is that a readiness to debate and 

defend positions indicates an already existing network of Modernist sensibilities (see 

Appendix). Gibbons played a major role within this crucial period in helping fellow 

artists and the local audience to engage with various approaches to Modernism. In 

preparing public criticisms - in becoming authoritative within these debates - Gibbons’s 

sensibilities were in turn both broadened and deepened, as his criteria for judgments 

were articulated and defended. It is in this way that his ironic Modernist sensibility 

based on metaphysical wit became established 

 

While Gibbons’s immigration to Perth was formative in his subsequent development as 

an artist, he remained closely attached to his English roots. At a time when the most 

interesting and avant-garde Australian art was immersed in issues of Australian identity, 

landscape and myth, Gibbons explored the roots of English Modernism.  

 

Although Gibbons arrived in Perth at the precise time that Juniper’s painting was raising 

the profile of Australian Modernism, an important element in his learning curve as an 

artist, and his rapid increase of interest and experience with local art, was the outcome 

of the teaching position he took up: 

 

 
262 Ibid. These comments made after seeing the retrospective. It was in answer to a 

question about the importance of networks. 
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Scotch College is where I started teaching art and got a bit more interested. I did 

the M.A. part time for something to do. I was at Scotch College for two years and 

then got a position at U.W.A. I got more interested in art because I was teaching 

art. The art teacher left and Geoff Allen, the jeweller, was the incoming art 

teacher; but there were a couple of terms that I was teaching art. A pleasant 

change from doing other things…Scotch College was quite enlightened in 

teaching art because of the influence of Eileen Keys. After doing ‘art’ at their 

State primary school, my own kids came home with two pop-sticks glued 

together. For most of the population that was art—starvation diet.263

 

Importantly there was no “starvation diet” amongst Gibbons’s networks, to the contrary 

there was active interest in discussing Modernism. For example Eileen Keys 

inaugurated Art Studies at Scotch College, Swanbourne, in 1947 when she moved to 

Western Australia with her children and husband upon his appointment as Principal. By 

1955 Keys had held a solo exhibition in Brisbane and was both highly regarded and 

well acquainted with other major figures in the local art scene. Thus for a person with 

artistic interests and academic tendencies, Scotch College alongside Eileen Keys in 

1955 was, however moon-like the initial experience, still a good place to find “orbit”. 

Indeed Keys’ teacher training was in New Zealand in the Montessori tradition whilst her 

art training, apart from what she did to gain her teaching diploma, was at the Chelsea 

School of Art in 1939. One of her teachers was part of the London Group, a breakaway 

set formed in 1913 as a revolt against naturalism. This gave her ‘a different 

interpretation of looking’ and began her appreciation of still-life, the Cubists and 

Modernism.264 The geometric patterning of the London Group’s work influenced her 

early ceramics. Interlocking both Keys’ and Gibbons’s interests was Wyndham Lewis, a 

major member of this group, that Gibbons wrote his M.A. thesis on at The University of 

Western Australia during 1956 and 1957. Arguably, Gibbons’s interactions with Keys, 

both at Scotch College and socially, influenced his consideration of genres such as still-

 
263 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. 
264 See her comments in the WAIT 1982 catalogue The Foulkes Taylor Years, pp.37-38. 

Information for this section is mainly from Robert Bell: Eileen Keys Ceramics 1950-

1986, A.G.W.A., 1986. 
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life and influenced the debates on geometric design in the friendships he formed with 

artists such as Elise Blumann, David Foulkes-Taylor and Guy Grey-Smith.265

 

Thus Gibbons’s interest in colour, design and typography from his Hull University film 

society poster-making days led to more pragmatic art making through the requirement 

to teach English and Art at Scotch College in 1955 and then further exploration after he 

begun to network and took up University Studies. During 1956-67 Gibbons’s interest in 

the novelist and abstract painter Wyndham Lewis resulted in him writing part-time an 

M.A. thesis. Gibbons’s development of a neo-classic approach to art was encouraged by 

his studies of Lewis, while the gaining of his qualification led to a teaching position at 

the University of Western Australia in 1957. Christine Lewis suggested that: 

 

Gibbon’s own multi-disciplinary practice can be seen as replicating that of Lewis 

who was famous for his diverse interests and abilities as art critic, novelist, poet, 

polemicist and painter. They are both part of a distinctive English tradition of highly 

literate visual artists which includes poet-painters like Blake, Rossetti and Morris. 

Gibbons is as interested in the occult and millenarian elements of early Modernism 

as in the imagery of the contemporary mass media.266  

 

David Dolan also locates Gibbons’s practice within a distinctly English tradition:  

 

The detached tone of Gibbons’s art is consistent with the position he adopted in his 

academic practice. When Gibbons was first lecturing, Australian university English 

departments were split between followers of F.R. Leavis who demanded high moral 

seriousness, and the anti-Leavisites (who seem from the perspective of the 1990s to 

have triumphed). Although, as today, partisans of particular theoretical positions 

usually adopt the view that ‘whoever is not with me is against me’ and also wilfully 

 
265 Gibbons, prev. cit. This viewpoint also supported by Arthur Russell prev. cit.  

Keys participated in the W.A. Women’s Fine Arts Society’s exhibitions between 1949 

and 1951, and held her first major exhibition with the Perth weaver Hilda Stevens at 

Newspaper House Gallery in 1951. In 1954 she exhibited with Stevens and Elizabeth 

Durack at the same venue, structuring the style of the installation with input from David 

Foulkes-Taylor and flower arrangements by Flora Bunning. 
266 Ibid, p.7. 
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ignorant, Gibbons somehow managed to stand aloof from this bitter theory war, 

promoting instead a taste of irony and pointed comedy in the tradition of Sheridan, 

Pope and Wilde.267

 

Certainly the irony and wit of Wilde and what Gibbons terms the “serio-comic” 

contributed to his sensibility (see later in this thesis), however in this late 1950s period 

it was the art scene networks and the literature he was teaching such as the 

Metaphysical poets who contributed most to his practical-critical development.268

 

Self-education through books and sharing what was learnt in clubs, groups and informal 

situations, was a central method for educating one’s sensibility in Perth (see Appendix). 

Gibbons’s experiences through his contact with Keys, as well as his study and then 

teaching at the University of Western Australia, appears to be typical for an artist 

interested in developing a serious practice. He recalled meeting Blumann when he 

studied at U.W.A. and lived in Parkway: “Elise was only thirty metres away on the 

water front and an important part of a little network – Alan Edwards, Van Mens, Salek 

Minc and David Folkes-Taylor would call in.”269 Other supportive associations for him 

were with the Constables and Jordanoff’s.270

 

Blumann - like Guy Grey-Smith, Howard Taylor and Audrey Greenhalgh - did not 

challenge conservative viewers through subject matter but brought a Modernist 

 
267 Quoted by Lewis prev. cit. p.7. 
268 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. 

Although he agrees in part with Nietzsche, that in modernism culture has failed, he also 

sides with Wilde in concluding that social illusion is perhaps decadent but also 

ultimately transparent. Its deeper values are thus knowable and meaningful; not 

anarchic, absurd or nihilistic. Thus Gibbons take on humanism does not manifest as 

socialism - he does not tackle political issues such as gender, race or class head on. 

Ultimately Gibbons’s sensibility, embodied and shaped through his sense of irony, takes 

the middle ground (again echoing the Buddhist philosophy of the middle-way) in how 

he sees the “poetry of life” (Nietzsche). 
269 Ibid. 
270 Ibid. He says that he saw original Cubist works on paper locally through Blumann 

and Constable, and at the latter he also saw examples of Op; see Appendix. 
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sensibility to a local audience mainly through simplified and abstracted landscape 

shapes. Natural landscape however was not the only subject matter and artists also 

depicted the industrial and commercial growth of Perth. For example during the 1950s 

commercial markets areas, industrial projects and construction sites such as the 

Fremantle Fish markets, Kwinana, the East Perth Gas Works, the Perth water 

reclamation and the building of the causeway were imaged by artists such as Elizabeth 

Blair-Barber, Audrey Greenhalgh, Cyril Lander, Portia Bennett and Ferry (Ferdie) 

Korwill.271 Gibbons’s later Pop and new-realism images of Subiaco and Fremantle lane-

ways (in the mid 1970s and late 1980s) can be read as also engaging in this latter type of 

documentation.  

 

Yet although he described his move to the U.W.A. “marriage patch” (after he enrolled 

at U.W.A. in his Masters a year after arriving) as an ideal location as it was “within 

walking distance of Kate O’Connor, Betty Bunning, Audrey Greenhalgh, Elise 

Blumann, Bob Juniper and Foulkes-Taylor”, the influence of such circles on the content 

of his work is negligible.272 Whilst his early W.A. works Family (1957; illustration No. 

2), On The Shore (1960; illustration No. 6) and Island At Dusk (1961; illustration No. 4) 

indicate a shared cubist interest with The Perth Group artists in simplified geometric 

form, there is overall little relationship between Gibbons’s work and these artists as he 

tends to ignore the landscape (see the next section and my later discussion of Philpot for 

further discussion of style in this period). Thus it is his originality and unAustralian lack 

of interest in the landscape that stands out. 

 

Gibbons’s contribution appears to be his sophisticated reactions stemming from his 

studies and individual explorations of Modernism, rather than group mentality. His 

attention, as developed shortly afterwards in his criticism, is towards what is domestic 

and suburban in nature (a Pop sensibility), and an attitude that is selective of what 

Modernism offers rather than a desire to take up any regional Australian character. This 

British intellectual climate was also fostered by his academic appointment at U.W.A. 

Dennis Moore, who was studying history at U.W.A. during this period, commented:  

 
271 For description of 1955 Korwill’s image “abstraction” of the Kwinana site see 

Wilson catalogue, prev. cit. Images and titles of the other artists are in various Gregsons 

and Gregson Flanagan Art Auctioneer catalogues. 
272 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. 



 - 118 -

                                                

 

The University seemed to think that British Intellectuals were the world’s best and 

so hired people from over there in preference to local graduates – a situation 

repeated when W.A.I.T and Murdoch opened. Gibbons was in the fortunate 

position of being from the same background as these intellectuals and so had a 

certain status of already being cultured.273

 

The very basic cubist intentions of these works, particularly the non-Euclidean 

geometry of Island at Dusk, also indicate an interest in the philosophical speculations of 

spiritual space in early Modernist art that he academically explores over the next few 

decades; ideas which he has yet to explore extensively in his writing and which first 

appear in this period of his art. Certainly Gibbons’s intellectual development of ideas on 

consciousness and related spiritual dimensions of life can be traced in his M.A. thesis 

and the concepts behind his teaching load.274 His thesis exposed him to the thinking of 

 
273Moore, Dennis. Conversation with author at his bookshop Mainly Books, 201 Bulwer 

Street Perth January 9th 2002. I had asked him for an interview but he said that he had 

only met Gibbons casually and had never knew him other than he was one of the 

families living on “the patch”. When I asked about “the patch” he began by saying it 

was full of bohemians who partied rather than studied but then he contradicted this 

opinion by talking about how it allowed the children to play together. When I asked 

about the ability of the children to stay up and “party” he changed the conversation to 

“British intellectuals”. I have included these comments because British migrants being 

“favoured” and the impact of importing intellectuals formed a part of many 

conversations that I have had for this thesis, the point of view suggesting that each wave 

of migrants ignored what was already happening locally. This is a topic worthy of 

separate research. 
274 Over his career Gibbons lectured and tutored in an extremely wide range of 

undergraduate courses, covering all major periods and genres of literature, ranging from 

Greek Tragedy to Contemporary Australian Poetry, as well as routinely supervising 

dissertations at Honours, M.A. and Ph. D. levels. He was immersed daily in 

consideration of the sensibilities and contextual causes of work by Joyce, Yeats, Eliot, 

Shaw, Lawrence, Wilde and Dickens and designed a considerable number of new 

courses. He considered the most important to be Special Honours courses on Early 

Modern authors such as W.B. Yeats and James Joyce; a Uses of Language course which 
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the early Modernists and his teaching to earlier periods; most importantly the 

Metaphysical poets. Their demonstration of the fact that seriousness has nothing to do 

with solemnity, suggested a style to him. Through them Gibbons learnt that one can use 

wit, irony and a humorous tone to express a genuine sense of beauty and harmony.275 

Over the two-year period in which he wrote his thesis, Wyndham Lewis became the 

central figure, and allowed him to compare and contrast other Modernist and historical 

examples 

 

From 1956-57 onwards the beliefs of the Metaphysical poets became of central interest 

to Gibbons’s interest in symbolism and what he read as the human quest towards the 

divine. Whilst early Modernist interest in transcendence separated life from God, the 

Metaphysical Poet’s view of the relationship between everyday form and the divine 

clarified for Gibbons a way to view the significance of the world as self-contained.  

 
marked a new approach to literary study by employing techniques of detailed linguistic 

analysis developed in the later works of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein; an 

English Novelists from Dickens to Forster course, that integrated the study of the 

development of the English novel by combining two major conceptual approaches: the 

approach via genre and the approach via historical period; and Early Modernist 

Literature, an interdisciplinary course, that integrated the field of study by concentrating 

on works by selected representative authors within a specific historical period of 1885-

1925, and which examined important widespread developments in ideas (e.g. 

millenarianism, ‘degeneration’ theory, ‘eugenics’, anarchism and occultism) in relation 

to the arts of painting, music and cinema; this was one of the first courses in Western 

Australia to treat visual art as a medium for serious ideas. Gibbons, Tom. Curriculum 

vitae sent to author in 1995, authors archive. The development of these courses sprang 

from the writing of: Gibbons, Tom. Counterparts: An Anthology of Critical 

Comparisons, with F.P. Gibbon, Sydney, McGraw-Hill, 1969 and Gibbons, Tom. A 

Handbook to ‘Counterparts’, with F.P. Gibbon, Sydney, McGraw-Hill, 1969, and led to 

Gibbons, Tom. Literature and Awareness: An Introduction to the Close Reading of 

Prose and Verse, London & Melbourne, Edward Arnold, 1979. 
275 Gibbons interview with author prev. cit. His reading of the qualities of Metaphysical 

Poetry and its influence on aesthetics is supported in Rosenthal, M.L. and Smith, A.J.M,  

“The Elements of Poetry” in Weitz, Morris. Problems in Aesthetics Book of Readings 

Second Edition, Macmillan Publishers, U.S.A., 1970, pp.553-559. 
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In conjunction with his own studies, lecturers at U.W.A. such as Patrick Hutchings were 

discussing the bible as a “body of literature”.276 Their interest was not historiography 

but literary appreciation of the imagery and the heritage of intertextual ideas. Such 

scholarship was not aimed at confirming or disconfirming the Bible as history, nor was 

the focus on the postulated author of the original text. Rather it was on describing the 

themes, symbolism and the recurring patterns of meaning. Gibbons also “studied” the 

Bible during this period, however it must be stressed that his study was not 

theologically motivated but a consequence of his Department’s study of biblical 

imagery and how our culture’s biblical heritage is preserved in the history of our 

literature.  

 

Gibbons became imaginatively steeped in the elaboration and confirmation of the 

Bible’s Christology within the hermeneutics of our broader culture. During the same 

period he also became widely read in the Modernist use of esoteric and occult doctrine. 

In comparing the concepts of the two streams of metaphysics Gibbons began to read the 

supposed evolution promulgated by the latter as an obfuscation or substitution of 

Christian fundamentals. Furthermore he saw the shift towards the transcendental, away 

from Christ as representation of the divine incarnated, as a problematic marginalization 

and negation of everyday life.277  

 

For Gibbons the reality of God incarnate, completely ordinary, places us in union with 

the sacred meanings and correspondences of every day life.278 This response to what 

 
276 Gibbons, prev. cit. 
277 This is my reading, based upon his statements and the content of his oeuvre, of how 

his metaphysical understandings resolved. See later commentary on his views on 

Millennium and evolution as support for my statements here. 
278 His viewpoint shares similarities with recent Christian philosophers such as Marilyn 

McCord Adams who argues (Bonaventure’s position) that Christ is the aesthetic 

medium of life (the One in Whom all things hold together), that such cosmic order is an 

aesthetic property and that commonplace aesthetic goods are ingredients in God’s 

goodness to life. Her argument on the importance of aesthetics in evaluating God’s 

goodness is given in Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God, Melbourne University 

Press, 1999. see pp.140-151. 
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Gibbons views as the essential meaning of the New Testament establishes that his 

“theology” does not consider the textual inconsistencies and conflicting portrayals of 

Christ’s human and divine traits evident in the bible. He considers such contradictions 

internally consistent and as adding ironic interest. Indeed for Gibbons, if we approach 

the Bible and life in a mood of “serious play” then we cultivate a mood of joie de vivre 

that is harmonious and akin to spiritual authentication of the Christian concept of 

Immanence.279

 

For Gibbons the Bible’s value is 1) that it is intrinsically part of our culture’s 

development and the rise of Modernism, 2) that the broad message of the New 

Testament corresponds with sacred and secular visions of unity, and 3) that secularism, 

although not explicitly Christian, inherently acknowledges and therefore confers a 

continuum with the Christian message that everyday life is one of divine abundance.280

 

Thus Gibbons’s formative intellectual grounding, and on-going academic specialization, 

investigating the ideological origins of Modern art and literature (the period 1880-1920) 

has deeply influenced his art practice. Indeed during his University studies, both in 

England and Western Australia, as he became interested in the egalitarian revolution in 

literature whereby writers “transformed the humble and the passive into the heroic, the 

low into the sublime, and the petty into the numinous,” he also developed an interest in 

how these manifestations of the heroic, sublime and numinous were deeply tied to a 

Christianity which they denied.281 His Masters, as well as his later mid-1960s Doctoral 

 
279 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
280 My summary of what he values, gleaned from my interviews with Gibbons. For 

“Abundance” see Luke 5: 5-8. Once again the remainder of my dissertation is aimed at 

supporting this type of comment. 
281 Gibbons, Tom. Letter to the writer September, 2004, quoting M.H. Abrams 

comments on Wordsworth in Natural Supernaturalism Tradition and Revolution in 

Romantic Literature, W.W. Norton and Company, New York, 1971, p.396. It ironic that 

Gibbons own subversion of Modernist prototypes, through re-introducing genre 

subjects, styles and references that collided the everyday with the Biblical, is based on 

some aspects of the vision of romanticism that he argues so strongly against. Of course 

Gibbons looks towards the everyday life rather than nature and his idea of immanence is 

not based on the sublime. 

Deleted: s
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degree, led to particular interest in early twentieth-century Modernism and its 

indebtedness to occult doctrines and symbolist theories, with his art both referencing 

these Modernist occult ideas on “correspondences”, yet challenging their basis by re-

asserting their Christian origins. Gibbons’s writing has shown how such doctrines and 

theories influenced leading turn-of-the century critics such as Havelock Ellis, Arthur 

Symons and Alfred Orage, major twentieth-century writers such as T.S. Eliot, James 

Joyce, Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis, and art movements such as cubism, 

abstractionists such as Piet Mondrian and avant-gardist’s such as Joseph Beuys.282 

However the notion of correspondences established for Gibbons the idea of there being 

a historical continuation and dialectical relation between present and past. This idea 

then informs Gibbons’s art practice to produce a dialogue about histories that has, as 

Hutchings points out, the kind of inter-textuality now seen as a virtue by post-

Modernists.283

 

 

282 For example see: Gibbons, Tom. Wyndham Lewis and ‘The Childermass’ Thesis 

Presented for the Master of Arts Degree in the University of Western Australia; 

Gibbons Tom. Literary Criticism & the Intellectual Milieu: 1880-1914, Ph.D. thesis 

University of Cambridge 1965; Gibbons, Tom. Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies in 

English Literary Criticism and Ideas, 1880-1920 ,Perth: University of Western Australia 

Press, 1973; Gibbons, Tom. ‘The “Waste Land” Tarot Identified’, Journal of Modern 

Literature, November 1973, pp.560-565; Gibbons, Tom. “Cubism and ‘The Fourth 

Dimension’ in the Context of the Late 19th Century and Early 20th Century Revival of 

Occult Idealism”, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 1981, pp.130-147.; 

Gibbons, Tom. ‘Hermetic Vision and “Vanitas” Motifs in Early Cubist Still-lifes’, 

Cauda Pavonis., new series, Vol. 6, No.1, Spring, 1987, pp.9-15; Gibbons, Tom. 

‘British Abstract Paintings of the 1860’s: The Spirit Drawings of Georgiana Houghton’, 

Modern Painters, Vol. 1, No.2 (Summer, 1988), 33-37.Gibbons, Tom. ‘Occultism in 

Avant-Garde Art: The Case of Joseph Beuys’ (Moffitt), Modern Painters, Vol. 2, No.3, 

Autumn 1989, pp.119-121; Gibbons, Tom. ‘Vorticism, Magic, and the Millennium’, 

Modern Painters, Vol.3, No.4 (Winter, 1990/91), pp.105-107; and Gibbons, Tom. ‘“The 

Waste Land” in the Light of the “Cross-Correspondence” Scripts of the Society for 

Psychical Research’, Yeats Eliot Review, Vol. 13, Nos 1 & 2, Summer, 1994, pp.7-16. 
283 Hutchings, Time+Machine, prev. cit. 
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Such a dialogue in Gibbons’s writing and art is due to a knowingness (Hutchings) that 

comes through study. Along with Frank Gibbon, Gibbons discussed the development of 

such a critical sensibility in Westerly. Both then teachers in the English Department at 

U.W.A. they warned against the “potted” versions of study often offered by critics – 

“composed of ill digested popularized accounts of science, pseudo-science, psychology, 

anthropology, history and metaphysics” – and argued that people study these areas for 

themselves and make their own conclusions.284 In addition to being encouraged to 

undertake their own study, readers were informed that asking the right questions was 

central to the development of any critical understanding of culture as these provided 

“progress with a coherent methodology and terminology”, whilst to follow cause and 

effect these questions must not be “telescoped”.285 The list of “popularized accounts” 

indicates the academic areas that Gibbons was gaining grounding in and which inform 

his sensibility. This viewpoint of “digesting” the originating histories is one that 

Gibbons applied in the 1950s, articulated publicly in the 1960s, and one that he has 

maintained throughout his oeuvre whilst establishing his Modernist sensibility and 

metaphysical wit. 

 

5. 1955-1959 Arranging a Style 

Gibbons’s earliest West Australian works are competent exercises in solving formal 

problems and learning techniques. He began experimenting with painting by simply 

arranging objects - such as vases, bottles, cups and saucepans - on a table and painting 

the resulting design. He showed growing technical awareness by emulating various 

styles that he had seen displayed in England. This is characteristic of artistic skilling and 

education. Gibbons has always acknowledged that he was mostly self-taught, and 

carrying out his education on traditions and techniques in public.286 Given his 

                                                 
284 Gibbon, Frank and Gibbons, Tom. “A Critical Time”, Westerly, June 1963, p.68. 
285 Ibid. pp.67-77. 
286 Gibbons’s training carries an interesting echo of the analysis of tradition and 

techniques that “The Atavist” had called for in the essay discussed in Section One of 

this thesis. There the argument had been away from informal at home experimentation 

to formal training in techniques, however the call for close analysis of traditions and 

techniques becomes a hallmark of Gibbons’s oeuvre. The contradictions between 

modernism and tradition that this essay unsuccessfully attempted to deal with are also 
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acknowledgement that this is how artists learn to paint it is perhaps ironic that in a 

review for a retrospective of James Cook’s work in The Critic Gibbons considered that 

the work contained “too many artistic personalities in the one painter. Or perhaps too 

much mastery of too many styles…”.287 However if one considers that the cataloguist 

Joan Swinbourne had argued that Cook always linked history of art with technique, and 

that “the way of Cook’s was to the intellect,” Gibbons can be read as arguing that to 

copy technique is not intellectual and that rather than “slavishly imitating” a young 

artist explores and then incorporates aspects of other artists’ stylisations and colour 

patterns into their own interpretations of experience. For Gibbons, Cook’s range of 

“artistic personalities” was an example of “what happens to teachers” when they keep 

their “accretions from other painters” “unconscious”.288 As will be shown, throughout 

his oeuvre Gibbons actively quotes his influences and acknowledges his sources. 

 

The basis of Gibbons’s U.W.A. focus on style (in this review and those quoted 

previously) derives from the early 1960s abstract versus figurative debate.289  From the 

mid 1950s Gibbons was painting both abstract and figurative works. Nationally, during 

the 1950-60 period, dealers were still pre-occupied with figurative works and 

abstraction held little stature, however many emerging artists and critics were concerned 

with how to use or combine both approaches.290  

 
part of the tensions of Gibbon’s oeuvre. See “The Atavist”, “Home Mades and Paris 

Models”, The Black Swan, September 1931, Vol. 15, No. 2, pp.22-23. 
287 Gibbons, Tom. “James Cook’s Exhibition”, The Critic, No. 1, January, 1961. 
288 Ibid. 
289 The early 1960s was a troubled period for the Contemporary Society’s Melbourne 

headquarters because of the abstract versus figurative debate. After 11 months on the 

presidency the pro-abstract Bill Dye was succeeded by David Boyd who used the 

Broadsheet to promote his own art and bickered with the abstractionists. Boyd was 

followed by John Perceval and then Albert Tucker shortly after his return to Australia 

(for a broader account see Heathcote, C. “The Art Market develops, 1956-64” in a quiet 

revolution the rise of Australian Art 1946-1968, The Text Publishing company 

Melbourne 1995, pp.156-171. 
290 See Elwyn Lynn’s 1965 review of Ian Fairweather’s Art Gallery of New South 

Wales retrospective, which raises the abstract/figuration debate. Lynn, Elwyn. 

“Together-finest of Fairweather”, The Australian, 24 July 1965. 
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Images made in Gibbons’s first years in Western Australia include Beach Babies 

(illustration No. 1) and Family (illustration No. 2).  

 

Family (1957), a composition in Indian ink, pen and poster-paint with collage, 

resembles a series of upside down wine glasses by Braque or a section of a Klee 

composition. According to Gibbons the work derives from Braque’s still-lifes and is 

also related to other patterns he was discovering in art books at the time:  

 

Tan colour, white and black is pretty much Braque. Braque and Picasso were still 

very Modern painters, at least in England, around the 1950s. Braque takes his 

drinking-glasses, pots and pans, his fruit bowls and divides them into black and 

white. A stylisation of light and darkness. I incorporated that. Particularly a little 

later, like on my chip-heaters. It’s a way of achieving flatness.291

 

Beach Babies (1955; illustration No. 1) is a very competent Modernist composition. It 

successfully uses and comments on the local beach setting through features of design 

and trompe l’œil collage. The title Beach Babies deliberately quotes the work by 

Wyndham Lewis which carries the same name. Gibbons had been interested in Lewis 

and the vorticists since about 1950. He began looking at work by the then neglected 

figure of Wyndham Lewis because “I had kept coming across references to Lewis in 

relation to T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and James Joyce. That interest eventually led to my 

M.A. thesis.”292  

 

Such authors and Gibbons’s understanding of the tension in their work between the 

transcendent and immanent quickly established his Christian Humanist view that 

everyday life is sacramental. He has suggested that all of his oeuvre’s concerns, from its 

academic references and Christian allusions to its ironic denseness, is evident in one of 

the first images he painted in Western Australia – Beach Babies (1955; illustration No. 

1). 

 

 
291 Gibbons interview with author, April 1997. 
292 Ibid. 
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Beach Babies reduces the human figures and beachscape to simple geometric elements. 

The image combines the cubist repertoire of portrait and newspaper collage with shapes 

inspired by that movement. The style, in conjunction with Gibbons’s studies, was also a 

result of direct observation: 

 

    When I came here I was very struck by the fact that people on the beach, at 

Cottesloe, were shielding their noses with nose-masks made up out of 

newspaper. It had a collage effect. The right-hand figure has a nose-guard 

which would read, in full, ‘Are We at the Cross-Roads’, which is the title of 

one of S.J. Perelman’s comic spoofs. Like a number of my contemporaries I 

was an avid reader of Perelman, who wrote the scripts for the early Marx 

Brothers films. So ‘Are We at the Cross-Roads’ is a kind of subtitle, which you 

would probably still find in a newspaper today, for any pompous essay. In a 

sense the figure on the left is my former wife while the figure on the right is 

myself. We were made to look like clowns—very angular, made up of 

triangles; a mixture of Lewis, cubism and a few things in the air at the time.293

  

Gibbons’s comments explain the wit and intertextual connections he intended in Beach 

Babies (1955; illustration No. 1). Metaphysically the clown is also regarded as a saintly 

figure and he developed this idea in later works such as Still-Life: Jongleur (1958; 

illustration No. 3) and his Film Icons of Laurel and Hardy, Charles Chaplin and Buster 

Keaton (1971, 1976 and 1978; see illustration’s No. 7, 24 and 25). While Gibbons’s 

encoding of local experience and difference in works such as Beach Babies, The 

Marching Girl works (1971; illustration No. 22), as well as later series such as his 

Subiaco Lane-ways (1975-78; illustration No. 45) and Nocturne images (1982), are 

socially and culturally engaging, they cannot be considered social realist. Indeed, his 

ironic and “affectionate” look at local culture is in part a response against the 

expressionist “horror” of Modern society that he felt prevalent in society at the time. He 

could not believe that a culture largely removed from the horrors of Europe could 

remain so pessimistic, particularly as his own post-war attitude was that life was a 

blessing.  When he saw the continued angst of Melbourne’s figurative expressionist’s 

such as Boyd, Tucker and Perceval and read the responses to what became known as the 

 
293 Ibid. 
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Sydney Charm school he realized that his joie de vivre was not going to be understood 

by those “intellectuals” who believed in a “serious” attitude.294  

 

Gibbons’s pedigree is in the lyrical tradition of English painting, especially as 

exemplified in Ben Nicholson’s proto-pop work of the 1930’s and ’40’s and William 

Scott’s still lifes of the 1940s. Nicholson’s decorative patterns, using everyday subject-

matter such as fishing floats and fireworks, greatly influenced Gibbons’s early style. 

The thin lines, drawn and scratched with a hard pencil into oil paint, illustrate Gibbons’s 

observation of paintings like Au Chat Botté (Manchester City Art Gallery).295 Likewise 

his use of table-top still-lifes, his playful use of discs, orbs and curvilinear shapes, as 

well as his substantial use of greys with red or yellow inserts, bears the influence of 

Nicholson and Scott. 

 

An example of these influences is a series of still-lifes painted in 1958 and 1959. They 

are all table-scape variations of the same motifs in a spidery line which has the 

appearance of being almost continuous. In Orbiting Still-Live’s (1959; illustration No. 

5) the line suggests saucepans, vases and bowls, while the use of colour highlights a 

spherical shape which can be read as both an apple and the sun. The line and the 

restrained colour of the orb shape concentrate the motifs well within the picture space. 

The curved saucepan handles, vase mouths and bowl lips lead the eye around the table 

setting, exerting a gravitational pull and balance slightly off-set by the tension of the 

coloured orb. The picture space is self-contained and does not allow any dissipation of 

energy.  

 

The title of Orbiting Still-Lives is intended to be an amusing paradox; like that of its lost 

companion-piece Still-Life Approaching the Speed of Light. Wittily equating the table-

top and its contents with an orrery or model of the solar system, the composition 

resembles the ingenious ‘conceits’ found in the metaphysical poetry of John Donne and 
 

294 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. For commentary on the expressionist 

“horror” of modern society see Merewether, Charles. Art and Social Commitment an 

end to the city of dreams 1931-1948, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1984. 
295 See J. Lewis, Ben Nicholson, London: Tate Gallery, 1993, pp.209-210 for a full 

description of this painting. Cubism and particularly Braque can also be traced as an 

influence here. 
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his contemporaries, and famously described by Dr Johnson as ‘a discovery of occult 

resemblances in things apparently unlike’.296 The subtle wit of the intersecting orbiting 

lines creating “vesica piscis” shapes, establishing the controlling system as Christian, is 

more overtly developed into three fish in On The Shore (1960; illustration No. 6). 297  

In this work a flattened fore-ground space, holding the fish and pot symbols, Gibbons’s 

intentionally melded the shapes of the fish together to suggest the body of one fish, thus 

implying the theology of the holy trinity.298 The idea of transmutation is suggested in 

this work by the vesica piscis trinity providing leading lines to the flame-like scrolls on 

the pot, with the head of the larger lead and encompassing fish entering these flames yet 

therefore also forming the base through which the transformation takes place. 

Symbolically this work encapsulates Gibbons’s beliefs on the theology of Immanence 

with the trinity shown to be the potential, active and creative ingredient for the 

transformation process but inherently present in the causal-body prior to this 

transmutation. The moon, as a symbol of the transmuted results of the experience of the 

lower self, provides a unifying colour-shape in the top right of the background 

horizontal third. 299 The title “On The Shore” causes an odd disjuncture when one first 

looks at what is a still-life and thus it wittily directs the viewer to consider the 

 
296 The presence of the ‘liquid’ moon might also suggest an archetypal or alchemical 

principle of nature with the fiery element of the saucepan to cook and integrate the 

‘fruit’. 
297 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit: “The most common symbol used to 

represent Christianity was the Pythagorean vesica piscis. Pythagorean symbolism 

indicates the mystical origins of mathematics and by inference all art reliant on ratios 

and triangles. The apostles were known as ‘fishers of men’ and early Christians called 

themselves ‘little fishes’.” Gibbons had a book on such symbolism (whose title I did not 

record). Groupings of three, suggesting the trinity, occur through-out these paintings. A 

cubist flattening and laying out of the shapes also occurs in these works. The symbols of 

On The Shore also includes the fire/pot, moon and allusion to Jesus as “the fisher of 

men” taken up in later works including the Moon Goddess and Duccio series.  
298 Ibid. The three aspects of God as potential, the Son as active-conditioned, and the 

Spirit as creative sustentation is used in several variations within these early works, 

including the symbol of the trident, three eggs, cups and pots. See later discussions. 
299My interpretation of these symbols is provided by both comments from Gibbons, 

prev. cit., and entries in Gaskell, G.A. prev. cit. p.509, p.586 and p.770. 
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symbolism. It is then that the motif of the fishes, working in conjunction with the title 

and the symbolism just discussed, readily conjures references to the calling of the 

apostles by Jesus on the shore of Galilee; the context for the commencement of their 

discipleship and spiritual progress.300  

 

The theme of transmutation is dominant in many works of Gibbons oeuvre, examples 

such as his 1962 Ikon: Benedicite (The Three Young Men In The Fiery Surface) and 

series such as his Tarot (1970 and 1999) and his Alchemical Wedding (2001) images 

are discussed later. The idea of the calling of the Apostles Peter and Andrew is repeated, 

but more directly, in his 1989 Duccio series (see illustration No. 47). There are also 

many minor yet witty religious references in the works Gibbons made in this period, 

such as in Still-Life: Jongleur (1958; illustration No. 3) where the pattern that forms the 

wallpaper background to the still-life connotes or “transmutes” into, as the title 

suggests, a jester’s costume (as well as alter rails): 

 

There’s a little reference there to a story of Anatole France, which has always 

intrigued me, called ‘The Juggler of Notre Dame’. It’s about the Juggler who 

goes to the chapel and prays to the Virgin Mary. He’s got nothing else to offer, 

so what he does, in front of the altar rails, is his juggling act. The Jongleur is 

juggling with balls, I was juggling with still-life apples. So there’s some kind of 

tender little religious impulse there.301

 
300 Gaskell, prev. cit. defines Galilee as a symbol of contemplation and “a state of 

advance in the environment of the ego” as it finds the conditions for spiritual progress 

(p.299). The image indicates Gibbons’s developing belief that the everyday 

environment provides the conditions for realization of God’s immanent aspect and 

hence “progress” is really realization of this time-less presence. As Gibbons stated in 

interview (about his 2001 work) such transformation/recognition of the time-less is 

“seeing the ancient within the modern …in Zen terms discovery of ones original face, in 

Christian terms seeing eternity within each fleeting moment.” This is a theme of the 

Metaphysical poets and what Christian mystics call the nunc fluens (passing present); 

see Wilber, No Boundary, prev. cit. pp.1-2, 61-65, 68-71 and 154-155.  
301 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. This work is painted on incised plaster, a 

method also used by Brian McKay and Robert Juniper. Because of their medium many 

have been destroyed or have crumbled. 
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Such seeing of traditional symbols within their contemporary function and then their 

retranslation to demonstrate their Christian foundations informs the whole of Gibbons’s 

practice. Various aspects of this process will now be investigated. 

 

6. 1958-1962 Finding Peers in The Perth Group302

                                                 
302 During the 1930-1960 period self-organised art groups played an important part in 

the development of local modernism (see my appendix). Towards the end of the 1940s 

an important figure in encouraging artists networks and requesting greater public access 

to arts education was Robert Campbell (1902-1972). Appointed curator at the Art 

Gallery of Western Australia in 1947 his impact on the local scene before he left to be 

the first Director of the Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, in 1949, was as an 

administrator and advocate rather than as an artist. (see Curnow, Heather. Robert 

Richmond Campbell An Australian Impressionist, Queen Victoria Museum and Art 

Gallery, Launceston Tasmania, 1986, p.10.) Though an artist of the John Young circle 

(founder of Macquarie Galleries, Sydney, in 1925) and acquaintance of a number of the 

more experimental and abstract artists (notably Roland Wakelin and Roy de Maistre), 

his own work was conservative, favouring a disciplined Impressionist style and subjects 

(see North, Ian. Robert Campbell 1902-1972, Art Gallery of South Australia, 1973, 

unpaginated.) He nevertheless was sympathetic to modernism and, amongst other 

activities, championed Elise Blumann, regarded as one of Western Australia’s 

significant moderns, obtained loan exhibitions from the Eastern states and overseas, was 

responsible for major changes in the organisation and display in the galleries, lectured 

on art and was President of the Perth Society of Artists and a member of various other 

arts groups. With Elise Blumann, Campbell helped found The Art Group – a discussion 

group through which Modernist ideas and attitudes in art and art education were 

promoted – while in the last few years of the decade he instituted the watercolour 

gallery, achieved a separate Art Gallery Board within the wider Museum complex and 

lectured and wrote about art (for example in 1948 he lectured at the Kalgoorlie Town 

Hall in conjunction with an exhibition of paintings borrowed from A.G.W.A.; see Art 

W.A. Vol. 1, No. 3, 1948 and North prev. cit.). When he arrived in Western Australia 

Gibbons’s was aware, through Grey-Smith and Hutchings, of the activities of the Art 

Group. He said that the impetus behind its establishment influenced the establishment 

of like-minded groups such as The Perth Group and the activities of The Critic. 
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Establishing friendships and a network of art-interested peers, was critical to Gibbons’s 

developing sensibility: 

 

A part time M.A. on Wyndham Lewis under Professor Allan Edwards led to 

meeting other future close friends and supporters: Dr. Salek Minc; Patrick 

Hutchings; the architect E.H. ‘Van’ Mens who as a young man had worked with 

van Doesburg on the Dutch Pavilion at the New York World’s Fair. Guy Grey-

Smith (met through George Seddon?) invited me to exhibit with Robert Juniper, 

Brian McKay and himself at the newly opened Skinner Galleries.303

 

The latter group of artists – The Perth Group (1958-61) - was founded and convened by 

Guy Grey-Smith to focus interest in Modern art as a discussion group in 1957 but they 

decided to become an exhibiting group in 1958 with the intent to plan and co-ordinate 

contemporary art exhibitions of work by “members” and invited peers.304  Gibbons 

remembers discussing with Guy Grey-Smith at the opening of the Skinner Galleries in 

October, 1958, the possibility of the group exhibiting there and they did in 1959. The 

aim of exhibiting was to combat isolation and re-gain attention on local Modernism 

rather than the emerging focus “on what was happening in painting on the other side of 

 
(Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit).  He thinks that Grey-Smith referenced 

Blumann’s group and local context in The Perth Group name. With the intention of 

writing a book on her Hutching’s visited and interviewed Blumann, with the 

accompaniment of Gibbons, several times during the late 1950s and into the early 

1960s. Some of these were recorded but Gibbons does not know where the reel-to-reel 

tapes are.  
303 Tom Gibbons, 1982. See note above. 
304 The long term members were Gibbons, Juniper, Grey-Smith and McKay. They often 

asked emerging artists to exhibit. For example Daryl Hill and Arthur Russell are given 

as members by Catherine King in “Mr Perth’s Diary”, Sunday Times, 20-3-1960, p.16.  

Christine Sharkey in An Investigation of the Conditions of Practice and their Influence 

Upon Style: the paintings of Robert Juniper 1950-70.Vol 1, U.W.A. PhD. gives a 

comprehensive analysis of The Perth Group, see Chapter 3, pp.174-246.  
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this vast continent”. 305 By calling themselves ‘The Perth Group’ they also gave some 

identity to what had been the standard arrangement for organizing exhibitions.306 The 

unstated emphasis was always on experimentation and development through sharing. 

Although they did not have a group style they believed that a name added a professional 

tone to their experiments and discussions. During the late fifties, and early sixties, the 

main nucleus of the Group, namely Guy Grey-Smith, Robert Juniper, Brian McKay and 

Tom Gibbons, exhibited frequently at the Skinner Galleries plus The Old Dolphin 

Theatre at the University of W.A.  The group was relatively short lived, but all of the 

nucleus artists remained prime movers in the local art scene. 307

 

With the aim of creating dialogue about Modern art The Perth Group weren’t exclusive 

and asked other artists to join them; Daryl Hill and Arthur Russell had joined them for 

an exhibition in 1960, while Maurice Stubbs, Margaret Capell and Nicholas Barwell 

took up the offer for what was their final exhibition as a group at Skinner galleries in 

1961.308  

 

In this exhibition Gibbons exhibited a range of painting styles. In his review Patrick 

Hutchings notes that the works possess an “intellectual sensibility” and that a viewer 

with a “theoretical cast of mind” could “over-interpret” the object. He thus emphasizes 

the formalist reading and asks the viewer to appreciate the lyricism, elegance and 

economy of the work before their wit, existential and “possible metaphysical 

reading”.309 As will later be shown, the debate over abstraction in Perth was based upon 

 
305 Mason, Murray. Contemporary Western Australian Painters and Printmakers, 

Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1979, p.4; discussing the impact of Skinner Gallery 

“imports” and the touring exhibitions 
306 In ‘quasi galleries’ as Pat Duffy comments in The Foulkes Taylor Years prev. cit. 

p.11. 
307 As exhibitors, critics or lobbyists. For example McKay was a prime mover behind 

the establishment of the Perth Institute of Contemporary Art. 
308 Which was not their only show as a group as is indicated by Snell in Cinderella On 

The Beach, prev. cit. p.112. 
309 Hutchings, Patrick. “The Perth Group”, The Critic, Vol 1, No. 11, 1961, p.64. It is 

interesting to note that when I first reviewed Gibbons’s work for RTR radio in 1994 

many viewers commented to me that they considered Gibbons’s work intellectual.  
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arguments that valued skill and technique above expression and the sensibility behind 

the art historical borrowings and references within Gibbons’s work, as well as his 

“cool” surfaces, suited the formalists rather than the expressionists.  

 

Hutchings described Gibbons’s paintings as falling into three overlapping groups: the 

existentialist, the lyrical and the witty. He noted that it was easy to over-interpret them 

as their sophisticated decorative quality allowed a possible metaphysical reading: 

‘circles and semi-circles look like some esoteric notation for recording experiences of a 

sixth sense … Like all short lyrics they say the kind of things that they seem to leave 

unsaid’.310 (I comment further on this symbolism in my discussion of Gibbons solo 

exhibition, where similar images were exhibited, in the Foulkes-Taylor section of this 

dissertation below.) 

 

As part of The Perth Group, and thus associated with the most avant-garde of the local 

practitioners, Gibbons was at the forefront of discussions on Modernism. This 

inevitably involved discussions on abstraction. The dominant local abstract tendency at 

the time was for abstract expressionism. Although he “felt it a cultural duty to welcome 

the avant-garde” and “obliged to support whatever was new and came along, that was 

my fundamental position” he was, like Salek (Minc) and Patrick (Hutchings), 

“impatient with movements that were coming along thirty years after the event”.311 

Hence Gibbons “became intent on being provocative and arguing against expressionism 

(as) it appears melodramatic and insincere.”312 His contradictory statements are that his 

sensibility was towards accepting all styles yet expressionism lacked the control 

Gibbons considered necessary for interesting art. As is presented, for Gibbons 

“interesting” comes to mean “recognizable” meaning; mainly work using elements and 

properties suitable for the imagery or idea being explored while at all times using the 

techniques skilfully. 

 

However, in considering Gibbons’s work and importance, it is essential to locate his 

practice within the Modernist tendencies evident locally at the time – especially since 

 
310 Ibid. 
311 Gibbons interview with the author, Joondanna, June 16th 2003. See also the reviews 

quoted later in the discussion of local expressionism e.g. Philpot. 
312 Ibid. 
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Gibbons did, to some extent, define his own practice against them. An influential Perth 

practitioner of an expressionistic approach at the time was Cedric Baxter, who began an 

art work (and still does) with “manufactured accidents” onto which he applied his own 

sensibility – a spontaneous and expressive frame of mind – “helping figures and images 

emerge.”313 It is an unpredictable haptic art that places figuration as the means for 

giving coherence to abstraction; a process that owes much to surrealism. These 

complexities of local responses to expressionism and the decorative possibilities of 

Modernism are indicated by Trevor Smith in his comments on the style of Robert 

Juniper:   

 

The practice and rhetoric of Abstract Expressionism, with its denigration of 

European decorative models of composition, was to prove antithetical for Juniper, 

whose best work derives from precisely these models. Yet his experimentation 

demonstrates the importance he placed on exploring contemporary genres of 

painting. No matter how awkward the Abstract Expressionist influence may seem in 

retrospect, it had a lasting influence in the degree of chance that Juniper allows into 

his paintings, in particular in laying down abstract grounds into which images are 

imposed. 314

 

Baxter, as well as Arthur Collett, believed that there were two types of Modernism in 

Perth from the early 1950s into the late 1960s, the demarcation line being between those 

with a commercial background and those with other backgrounds.315 Both groups 

 
313 Baxter, interview with author 2003, prev. cit.  
314 Smith, Trevor. Robert Juniper, A.G.W.A., 1999, pp.28-32. He basis his comments 

partly on Philippa O’Brien’s comments on drawing as providing the structure for 

Juniper’s work and central to this his training in commercial art. For Smith the elegant 

simplification and strength of line so characteristic of his lyricism can be counted as a 

legacy of this background, p.13. 
315 During the 1950s and 1960s Arthur Collett, through his employment and sub-

contracting of artists for illustration and design lay-out in his advertising agency, had 

business and social contact with a wide spectrum of the Perth art scene. In interview 

comment, at his home in Kalamunda in 2000, he made the observation that there were 

diverse and dynamic groups of artists meeting to discuss and exhibit but up until the 

advent of the commercial galleries in the early 1960s these groups had quite separate 
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“scenes”. He gave as an example a comic strip artist for boy’s magazines called Terry 

Trowell who painted a mural for Hotel Australia in Murray Street and a mural of 

vintage and veteran cars for Sydney Anderson’s All Night Garage at the foot of William 

Street – “as a result there was more meaningful discussion about art in hotels and 

garages than the official courses”. However I cannot find mention of an artist by that 

name or of the murals. In the 1940s he ordered in the New York Times and the Los 

Angeles to see what was happening in art and illustration techniques. Collett’s summary 

of the 1950s “scene” was the “conservative group of Technical College artists trained 

by Webb and Linton who were controlling exhibitions at the Adult Education Rooms, 

still clinging to the power that institution had held in 1930s and 40s; artist’s who 

worked for the West Australian and who showed and controlled exhibitions at 

newspaper house; the academics and Mosman Park moneyed class; and commercial 

artists and migrants, most of who worked for Gibbney and Sons.” It is interesting to 

note that Collett believes that the commercial galleries eventually favoured those artists 

who socialised within the academic and moneyed “set” and that “Robert Juniper was the 

only one who was accepted by most of the groups, while artists such as George 

Voudouris who were as equally talented (1920-1990) were eventually held back from 

succeeding by racial prejudice” as “the ethnics weren’t popular in those post war days”. 

Mabel Voudouris did not agree with Collett’s view that her husbands’ art was ignored 

because of his ethnic background, she viewed it as a result of poor promotion from the 

gallery system and buyers’ reluctance to support an artist through a range of 

experiments. Gibbons’s placement within the developing art scene is the underlying 

reason for this part of the thesis.  The comment by Collett that there were diverse groups 

meeting and discussing art is supported by many first hand experiences. Collett and 

artist’s Cliff Jones, Arthur Russell and Tom Gibbons recall discussions about art at 

private house or more exotic locations such as the back of fruit and vegetable shops, 

garages and coffee shops. The former also recalled art shows on a wall of the Martino 

Brothers garage in Fitzgerald Street, in the space above Mortlock Motors in Hay Street, 

inside the display window of the Commercial Art Studios in Burtway and at hotels such 

as the Australian and the King Edward.  While the latter would have been the Hotchin 

exhibition it is difficult to verify the others. Collett viewed the 1950s as still dominated 

by conservatism others, such as the potter Mabel Voudouris saw it as the last years, 

before the new generation of Praxis in the 1970s and The Beach and like minded 
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considered the geometric as experimental and contemporary, although those from a 

design background preferred an expressionist background into which they worked the 

formal elements. They suggested that there was a split in the early 1960s between those 

who were conscious of their Modernism and those who “experimented with paint”. For 

Collett in the 1950s: 

 

It was all abstraction in the journals and magazines, (and yet) although informed 

about styles and names we generally weren’t impressed with what the critics said 

of the work. To borrow from them wasn’t seen as being progressive; people 

looked and then followed their own ideas.316  

 

Baxter considered local interest in any considered application or reference to its styles, 

articulation of its influence, or use of it as a direct inspiration, as the province of the 

academics or fine-art teachers. Taking a design based perspective he believed design 

and structure were central concerns for the artist, and accomplished artists as those who 

can use design conventions and techniques to bring a surface together. Arguing against 

Gibbons’s sensibility, Baxter did not see historical knowledge or theory as 

strengthening the status of the art object and was against the rivalry promoted by 

galleries and journals of art criticism during that period or the present. Thus for Baxter:   

 

The 1960s were fertile ground for intellectual snobbery; snobbery from people 

promoting the arts that therefore went through to the buyers. (As I said) I’ve never 

met Tom Gibbons personally but he and the other University people looked at 

style rather than atmosphere. Colour, line, form, texture and shape are elements in 

any painting - important to any artist – and, as I’ve said to many students, how you 

use them is far more important than why.317  

 
expansion of artists studio spaces in the late 1980s, that artists controlled the exhibition 

distribution and marketing of their work.  
316 Collett, Arthur. Interview with author, Lesmurdie. I interviewed Collett on many 

occasions during 1999-2000 at his home in Lesmurdie. The quotes provided are from 

these sessions unless otherwise referenced. 
317 Prev. cit. See also the section on Voudouris for similar comments by Baxter. When I 

asked for an example Baxter gave John Feeney: “There were people like Feeney who 

could have been heading towards something, but their work bombed because of 
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It is a comment that Gibbons has himself made – that abstraction and mimetic art share 

the same elements – the difference is that his sensibility includes questions about what, 

how and why. However Gibbons seems to have sensed in the early 1960s the 

antagonism that his particular sensibility and approach to style could engender when he 

wrote about abstraction and provincialism in his essay “Seven Deadly Sins”. In it he 

asked several questions - about identity, the means for determining quality, but most 

importantly he attacked both “formalism” as a method of art criticism and the 

biographical approach for emphasising the individual when evaluating and viewing 

images. Instead Gibbons called for the expression of a taste and sensibility influenced 

by a range of factors including the artists’ values and attitudes towards their own 

cultural, educational and economic context. He firmly establishes his viewpoint on the 

debates then raging about internationalism by showing that what artists produce from 

this context - their choices and judgments – will in itself construct the provincial, 

national or international attitude on display, concluding that this should be local yet 

“knowingly” within an international perspective. Similarly since that essay the central 

concept in Gibbons’s “practical-critical” investigations has been a valuing of tradition 

over any sense of autonomous individual creativity. 

 

Although individual works are discussed elsewhere in this thesis the range of styles 

Gibbons experimented with was evident in his 1963 solo exhibition, his first, at The 

Triangle Gallery. Using a range of media the works presented an abstraction that Minc 

termed “pseudo-realism”. 318 From the flattened geometric stylization, use of graphics, 

vibrant colours and religious Pop art, treatment of two main genres emerged: still-life 

and landscape. Gibbons’s interplay of genres and deliberate use of a range of styles, in 

conjunction with the abstract and collage based covers he was designing for Westerly, 

 
comparisons with the style and status of Eastern states artists. He (Feeney) changed 

style, the exhibition bombed and he disappeared.” The Feeney exhibition that bombed 

was in the late 1970s, for an example Baxter mixes his periods and thus his comments 

must be considered as a complaint about a certain type of criticism rather than about 

Gibbons in particular. I have included these comments because they offer some insight 

into felt divisions within the local art scene by an artist who also became a critic for The 

Sunday Independent newspaper in the early 1970s. 
318 Minc, Salek. “Variety at The Triangle”, The Critic, Vol. 4, No. 9, 1963, p.68. 
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was considered by Hutchings as an example of his “awareness of what others are 

painting” and thus an early form of post-Modernism that, in this early 1960s period, was 

“nicely pitched between discipleship and irony.”319  

 

While the dominance within Gibbons’s imagery of the still-life and landscape genres 

indicates an awareness of traditions, and may hint at the conservative and traditional, his 

use of many styles, particularly his deliberate use of pattern and stylization within 

figuration - evident in the icon-based images assembled from historical examples (as in 

Ikon: Benedicite - Three Young Men in the Fiery Furnace; Shadrach, Meshach and 

Abednego, 1962; illustration No. 9) – firmly anchors Gibbons’s work in a Modernist 

sensibility.320 This work can also be categorized under the criteria for Pop art set out by 

the critic Lawrence Alloway who made the point that Pop is made up from a cluster of 

characteristics of which the presence of one or more defines the work as Pop. These are: 

the interplay of pictorial and written forms, use of a number of different media, use of 

familiar subjects such as celebrities and comic book characters, the presence of objects 

that are literally connected with the subject of the work of art, and a connection with 

technology.321

 

But how representative of the period are Collett’s, Baxter’s or Gibbons’s views? The 

Perth Group’s intentions for Modern Art, as stated in a 1960 West Australian newspaper 

invitation asking other artists to exhibit with them, were centred on ‘non-objective 

aims’.322 However, the variance in their stylistic explorations shows a very loose 

alliance to a group definition of abstraction being adhered to.323 Murray Mason in 1979 

 
319 Hutchings, Patrick. “Tom Gibbons: ‘painting now!’” Essay in Time+Machine prev. 

cit. p 2 and p. 6 where Hutchings has retrospectively termed Gibbons “knowingness” 

about modernism’s “from elsewhere” as a post-Modernist sensibility. 
320 This is the painting’s full title. In different exhibitions he also called it Ikon: 

Benedicite (Three Young Men in the Fiery Furnace) and Ikon: Benedicite. The latter is 

what I term it from here on in the dissertation. 
321 Alloway, Lawrence. American Pop Art, American Publishing Co., New York, 1974, 

p.19. 
322 Sharkey, prev. cit. p.179. 
323 Ibid. Chapter 3: ‘Transition: from Abstraction to Landscape: The Perth Group and 

the Influence of Sidney Nolan’, Vol. 1, p.174. 



 - 139 -

                                                

wrote that they formed as a group to combat isolation and catch the attention then 

‘focused on what was happening in painting on the other side of this vast continent’.324   

 

Although I have already established a range of influences on Gibbons’s early European 

Modernists, others have argued that several Sydney artists were an inspiration.325 From 

Gibbons’s perspective they were only an inspiration in that they were being exhibited 

“more and more frequently here” and so there was impetus to show that Perth artists 

were already doing such abstraction better.326 Gibbons was particularly concerned to 

combat what he considered the narrowing influence of Sydney abstraction which was 

being promoted by the Skinner Gallery, the first purpose-built commercial gallery in 

Western Australia. 327  

 
324 Mason, Murray. Contemporary Western Australian Painters and Printmakers, prev. 

cit. p.4. Mason gives the formation of The Perth Group as 1957; however Gibbons’s 

memory of meeting Grey-Smith at the inaugural Skinner exhibition in 1958, combined 

with Sharkey’s research, would suggest the 1958 date as more probable. Mason does 

not provide footnotes to his information. 
325 Ibid. Personal communication Sharkey/Juniper, June 1987, Vol. 1, p.176. 
326 Gibbons, prev. cit. this comment reflecting an opinion “also held” by Grey-Smith. 

Gibbons recalls there being up to five Perth Group exhibitions; two that he exhibited in 

and three others (Grey-Smith continued to organize discussion groups well into the 

1970s). Christine Sharkey, prev. cit. Vol. 1, p.178, states that The Perth Group 

exhibited three times. 
327 Philippa O’Brien’s book on Robert Juniper does not record his Perth Group 

exhibitions. Lucille Hanley’s book on Brian McKay records the 1961 exhibition which 

was reviewed by Hutchings in The Critic. Tom Gibbons biographical notes for Westerly 

1962 list’s exhibitions at Skinner Galleries with The Perth Group in 1960 and 1961. 

Christine Sharkey has provided the most extensive research; see Vol. 1, p.234 of her 

Ph.D. thesis for details. The Perth Group exhibited at the Skinner Galleries in 1960 and 

1961. In keeping with their stance on the role of the artist they rented the gallery space. 

This was however an imposition for a commercial gallery and Rose Skinner did not 

allow them such access again. Briefly the Skinner Gallery is known as the first purpose-

built commercial gallery in Western Australia. It was managed by Rose Skinner (née 

Deveretsky), who quickly gained prominence for her gallery by establishing interstate 

connections in the art world. Besides holding exhibitions which featured work by 
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Although there were alternatives during the 1960s Rose Skinner’s commercial success 

became problematic for the emergence of new styles.328 Gibbons believed that the 

prominence she gave to Sydney abstractionists because of their national profile was 

symptomatic of cultural cringe.  

 

7. Culmination of the 1955-1962 period: Gibbons’s First Solo Exhibition and The 

David Foulkes-Taylor Gallery 

There were no entrepreneurial art dealers in Perth in the 1950s until 1956 when 

David Foulkes-Taylor opened his original showroom gallery in Crawley. Up until 

then, as shown in my Appendix, exhibiting was mainly a self-organised affair in 

private residences and then becoming centred on Newspaper House and the Adult 

Education Rooms in Howard Street in Perth. Artists tended to exhibit within artist-
                                                                                                                                               
Australian Modernists such as Nolan, Boyd, Perceval, Daws and Rees, Rose Skinner 

formed firm friendships with people like Gallery Director Hal Missingham. The 

networking is fully described by Christine Sharkey in her Ph. D. thesis already cited. 

She notes how these connections could have helped bring Juniper’s art into inclusion in 

the Whitechapel (1961) and Tate Gallery (1962) exhibitions of Australian art in 

London: an inclusion which consolidated his position as a leading contemporary artist. 

After their Skinner Gallery exhibition The Perth Group artists considered exhibiting 

again but by then there were too many contemporary artists who they did not wish to 

exclude. Gibbons and Grey-Smith had planned to exhibit together in 1962 but because 

of disparate styles this was abandoned. Effectively The Perth Group was no longer 

required as a vehicle for promoting either the individual artists or modernism. Skinner’s 

impact on the local art scene is discussed further in my Appendix; see in particular the 

section on Voudouris. 
328 Ibid. Also Voudouris, prev. cit. More suited to the role of displaying art and 

providing a wider network of arts-interested people, the Skinner Gallery began to fulfil 

the role that David Foulkes-Taylor had initially. However The Foulkes-Taylor Gallery, 

The Loft, Chancery House, Claisebrook Hotel, Royal Arcade and the Cremorne Art 

Centre were important alternative venues during the 1960s for local contemporary art. 

For information about venues sites from the 1960s onwards see Archer, A. “Artist Run 

Galleries and Studio Spaces in the Inner City Perth 1960-96”, Situation Vacant, the 

Situation Vacant Group, 1996, pp.20-45. 
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society groups rather than holding solo shows.329 Following a trend established in the 

preceding decade, from the 1950s onwards various buildings and arcade rooms 

around the city were used to house studios and meetings (see Appendix).330

 

Of the expanding options in the 1950s Tom Gibbons recalls the Claude Hotchin’s 

Gallery in Boan’s, as well as amongst the furniture displays at Davro Furnishings in 

 
329 The West Australian Society of Artists (WASA: founded in 1896, inactive between 

1938-1948, dissolved 1952), The Perth Society of Artists (1932- ), The Art Group of 

Perth (AGP, 1948- ), The Studio Group of Six (1950-67). See Sharkey, Christine. Prev. 

cit. pp.101-107.  
330 Of significance in the 1950s were Newspaper House Gallery, the Adult Education 

Rooms Gallery in Howard Street and the Adult Education Studios in Milligan Street. In 

the 1950s and 1960s the Adult Education Board’s Chancery House was of particular 

importance as a venue, becoming a multi-faceted resource for Perth Artists. It was a 

venue for art courses, held an art library and was used as an exhibition and meeting 

place for art criticism. Artist’s such as Howard Taylor, Portia Bennett, Guy Grey-Smith, 

Ferry Korwill, Robert Juniper and George Duerden exhibited there, while the women’s 

art group The Studio Club (founded by Margaret Johnson) was one of the groups who 

used it as a meeting place. Charles Lemon (Perth Art Critic), Frank Mills (Artist) and 

Jock Campbell (Art Teacher) were amongst those invited as guest speakers for the 

Studio Club, indicating an emphasis on art criticism. See Greenhalgh autobiographical 

notes, A.G.W.A. files. Lola Ambler also recalled a talk at the venue conducted by 

Audrey Greenhalgh see the section on Clem Ambler in the Appendix for details of this 

talk. In 1987 Elizabeth Durack provided an overview of some of the networks existing 

prior to Gibbons’s arrival: “The Cremorne Gallery was set up in 1939 by Elizabeth 

Blair-Barber, and managed by her artist friends. This gallery in Hay Street was adjacent 

to Margaret Saunders’ studio where she gave lessons in the 1930s. Newspaper House in 

St. George’s Terrace was a popular venue for exhibitions from 1933 until the late 1950s. 

The Claude Hotchin Galleries opened in Hay Street in 1946. … Elise Blumann and 

Louis Kahan came to Perth from war-disrupted Europe. Kate O’Connor returned from 

Paris in 1955” (Elizabeth Durack, “Perth in the 1940s”, Fremantle Arts Review, Vol.2, 

No. 6, June 1987, p.45). 
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Jolimont, as places to see contemporary local and interstate art.331  Use of alternative 

spaces continued in the 1960s, with  the Patch Foyer and Cremorne Gallery being used 

as an alternative to the Skinner Galleries (for further discussion see Appendix).332  

 

In 1961-62 Gibbons worked towards a joint exhibition with Guy Grey-Smith at 

Newspaper House but their work was not compatible. As Gibbons was about to go 

overseas to study for his Ph.D. at Cambridge, he asked Foulkes-Taylor to store them for 

him. This request was made because during the late 1950s and early 1960s Gibbons had  

mainly exhibited his work amongst the furnishings at David Foulkes-Taylor’s design 

“showroom” - the large rooms of a colonial-style house in Crawley – and he thought 

that during his period away selected works could continue to be shown. However “with 

characteristic enthusiasm and generosity David offered to convert his garage into the 

Triangle Gallery” and the entire collection was exhibited there.333  

 

The Foulkes-Taylor showrooms functioned in a similar way to Melbourne’s Gallery A, 

founded by furniture designer Max Hutchinson in mid 1959, serving as a Modern 

furniture business and art gallery that brought together abstract or consciously Modern 

 
331 Gibbons, Tom. Phone conversation with author May 4th 2003. Art, at Davro, was 

provided on the walls as decor. This was where Rie Hayman’s husband worked. He 

enthusiastically encouraged Gibbons to lend pieces. Gibbons recalled that management 

decided that one of his “Pop” based pieces, that Hayman had been very keen about, was 

inappropriate for hanging. 
332 Mills, Jenny. I Buried My Dolls in The Garden the life and works of Elizabeth Blair-

Barber, U.W.A. Press, 1999, p.86. 
333 The Foulkes-Taylor premises consisted of a colonial-style house at 2, Crawley 

Avenue, opposite the former Crawley Baths. It opened for commercial business in 1956. 

The large rooms of this house were used to exhibit imported and ‘Taylor-Made’ 

furnishings. In 1963, as mentioned here by Gibbons, a triangular garage at the back of 

the house became the Triangle Gallery. The location was very close to The University 

of Western Australia. This meant that academics frequently visited the premises, 

providing social and intellectual contact with artists. 
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art with contemporary design.334 Gibbons’s work was considered as meeting these 

requirements. 

 

Foulkes-Taylor’s historical importance is twofold. Apart from adding to the venues 

available for exhibitions, he provided art with a Modern (albeit commercial) context and 

began to develop an audience for contemporary style. In providing a context for what 

was exhibited, the showroom and gallery became a place where artists could read 

international art magazines. Brian McKay is on record as recalling that reproductions in 

Domus, the Italian design journal, which he read at David Foulkes-Taylor’s showroom, 

provided him with a synthesis of Modern ideas.335 They also provided examples of 

textural surfacing for his own simplification of monumental forms. As a result, the 

surfaces in McKay’s ’50’s and ’60’s work are more finished than the textures in the 

illustrations he based his work on. Similar responses to the design and surface 

indications in illustrations effected Gibbons’s move from the use of oil and impasto in 

works such as Island At Dusk (1961; illustration No. 4),  to the more graphic and flatter 

mediums of tempera, gouache, casein and acrylic that he uses from his 1962 Ikons 

(Benedicite and Annunciation; illustration’s No. 8 and 9) onwards.336  

 

Such influences upon sensibility should not be underestimated. As Ted Snell noted in 

his essay for The Foulkes-Taylor Years Invitation Exhibition Catalogue : 

     

It is a tenet of most West Australians that our identity has been formed in 

isolation …Yet through the research for this exhibition it is becoming clear that 

this is a false consciousness. During the ’Fifties W.A. was in contact with the 

major contemporary intellectual issues; through journals, publications and 

visits by such seminal figures as Sir Herbert Read …David Foulkes-Taylor was 

importing the most innovative contemporary decorative arts from Europe and 

Scandinavia and most of the artists working in W.A. were new arrivals, mostly 
 

334 Phipps, Jennifer. “Setting a Scene For the 1960’s” essay in I Had A Dream 

Australian Art In The 1960’s, National Gallery of Victoria, 1997, pp.10-11. 
335 Topliss, Helen. The Work of Brian McKay , A.G.W.A., 1988, Perth, pp. 1-2.  See 

also L. Hanley (ed.), Brian McKay: Painter, Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 

1991, pp.20-30. 
336 Gibbons, prev. cit. 
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from UK, who brought with them an intellectual sophistication of post-war 

Europe.337  

 

However, while those artists gathered around David Foulkes-Taylor may have availed 

themselves of contemporary ideas, most of what was still being exhibited was, 

according to a review published by Gibbons in The Critic on the 1963 Perth Prize for 

Drawing, of ‘a very minor kind’.338 Gibbons provocatively wrote at the time that for 

those who read the magazines it was “becoming difficult to pick up a European 

periodical without finding [similar] accounts of Hegelian lumber being trundled 

laboriously off-stage, yet for those content with ‘old jog-along Perth’ . . . nothing is 

known of such things”.339 Gibbons in voicing concern over what influences are being 

picked up suggests that influences must be consciously applied to our context. 

 

Yet whether he views such knowledge as a good or a bad thing is difficult to decide 

from the tone of Gibbons’s review. He criticises what is happening internationally and 

describes most of the locally produced work in the exhibition as having a “solid core” of 

“honest and imaginative competence”. According to Gibbons, minor art was being 

made because artists borrowed without creating a unity of style:  

    

. . . although the mixture is as before, several of the ingredients are no longer 

under the same proprietorship. In fact, there are some surprising volte-faces. 

Eric Smith and Ian Fairweather have combined to exhibit under the name of 

Andrew Sibley. Russell Drysdale is exhibiting under the name of William 

Boissevain. Thomas Gleghorn is masquerading as Brian McKay (in Gorse), 

while Tucker, Nolan, French and Olsen have formed a limited company in 

order to exhibit under the name of Jon Molvig. 

 

Not that Gibbons considered this a problem, as “all the best painters have been expert 

borrowers. Indeed it is one of the signs of a good artist that he can borrow well, and 

 
337 Duffy (ed.), The Foulkes Taylor Years , prev. cit., p.6. 
338 Gibbons, Tom. The Critic, Vol. 3, No 8, 1963, p.65. 
339 Ibid. 
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incorporate apparently disparate sources into a new unity of his own.”340 The review is 

interesting because it raises all the issues of ‘style’ confronting Gibbons not just as a 

critic but as a practitioner about to mount his first solo exhibition of Modernist 

experimentations. 

 

Gibbons’s first solo exhibition, and the first at Foulkes-Taylor’s newly-designated 

gallery, consisted of some two dozen paintings. The exhibition was described by Salek 

Minc in his review as an “adventurous, epigrammatic and optimistic” parting statement. 

Gibbons’s interest in the urban, religion and Modernist styles were all in evidence. Minc 

went on to describe the art as follows: 

 

    The paintings, the product of two years’ experimentation, offer a wide range of 

treatment of two main themes: still-life and landscape. The styles range 

between pseudo-realism, diagrammatic stylization, and religious ‘pop’ art. 

     The working out of ideas has taken divergent courses. There is an ultimate 

reduction of still-life to elementary grammatic shapes, where gaily coloured 

squares and rectangles become projections of volumes. Bright and flattened 

landscapes attempt a similar resolution between the integrity of the picture-

plane and the demands of perspective. In three ‘lunar’ paintings, rich oil glazes 

on heavily textured grounds offer multiple reflections springing out of 

darkness. The paradoxically entitled Still-life Approaching the Speed of Light 

presents the painter’s translation of the physical law: ‘the quicker the redder’. 

     Again, two small paintings in meticulous tempera constitute pseudo-realistic 

visions of the Australian suburban scene, while in a sidestep one can also 

plunge into a dark dream of an empty cage. And finally the viewer may bow to 

a dual icon of twin saints which combines Byzantine tradition with current 

trends in ‘pop’ art and ‘the new illusionism’.341

 

Gibbons was fortunate to gain a second review in the next issue of The Critic from 

Patrick Hutchings. He emphasised the range of possible responses: 

 

 
340  Ibid. 
341 Minc, Salek. “Variety at ‘The Triangle”, The Critic, Vol. 4, No. 9, 1963, p.68. 
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    Tom Gibbons at the Triangle Gallery (Chez David Foulkes-Taylor, Crawley) … 

is concerned almost exclusively with the formal properties of surfaces, and with 

the dimension of wit in painting. The empty cage on the end of the table, 

squares of colour on a heavy impasto ground of purple, attenuated and 

formalised landscapes, all express states of mind in a kind of emotional 

geometry. The clue to the style of the show is perhaps in the tiny For Erik 

Satie: Gibbons is trying to do on plane surfaces the kind of thing Satie did with 

sounds, to transform the obvious and the trivial by fitting them, element by 

element, into a severe formal pattern. The trivial, measured and numbered, 

becomes expressive.342

 

As both Minc and Hutchings point out, both Pop and formalist styles were not unknown 

to a Perth audience in 1963. Whilst Gary Catalano considers Australia’s first view of 

Pop to be the 1963 twenty-fifth anniversary exhibition of the Contemporary Art 

Society’s exhibition in Sydney, where David Hockney’s I Saw in Louisiana a Live-Oak 

Growing was shown, perhaps he ignores Gibbons’s 1963 exhibition.343 Although 

Catalano considered Pop to be an almost absent idiom in Australian art during the 1960s 

-he looks towards the dominance of the landscape genre as a reason for a lack of Pop – 

he nevertheless notes that those who did paint in the idiom had an interest in technology 

(Reinhardt), figuration that was derived from the media (Watkins and Rooney) and was 

often sexual (Brown, Larter, Powdich, Whitely, Shead and Sansom).344 Gibbons’s Pop 

images have reflected each of these Pop areas of interest (although his use of the idiom 

extended until 1978) but he is ignored in Australian art histories, all of which are written 

in the Eastern states. 

 

Gibbons’s work in this exhibition and from this period dealt with texture and geometric 

proportions of colour with emphasis on painting as flat space. Though most works hung 

in the Triangle Gallery exhibition were set to ‘formal pattern’, their abstraction was a 

decorative and humorous organisation. Motifs such as moons, fish and domestic utensils 

 
342 Hutchings, Patrick. “Boissevain and Gibbons”, The Critic, Vol. 4, No.10, 1963, p.71. 
343 Catalano, Gary. The Years of Hope Australian Art and Criticism 1959-1968, Oxford 

University Press, Melbourne, 1981, p.137. 
344 Ibid. Chapter Ten, “The Absence of Pop”, pp.136-155. 
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were discernible. The works could be read as surface manipulations, as still-lifes, or on 

a symbolic level. 

 

On a purely formal level, his work is similar to a number of Australian artists. The more 

well known are perhaps Godfrey Miller who used a disciplined re-construction of his 

subject into tiny rhythmic sequences and Roger Kemp for whom the rhythms and 

sequences were based upon the relationship of the circle and square.345 During the same 

period Grace Crowley, who had helped initiate cubist ideas into Australian practice in 

the 1930’s and 40’s, continued to break her figures into geometric shapes whilst Ralph 

Balson constructed images from floating mosaics, Leonard French based his upon the 

divided circle, George Johnson on stylised cogs and rectangles, Leonard Crawford 

notated rhythms into dabs and Rod Milgate notated via broad lines. Gibbons kept 

experimenting with such repetitions, moving towards an Op styled use of shapes and 

colour by the mid 1960s. 

 

At another level Gibbons’s imagery attempts to build a bridge between the everyday 

and the universal. This interest in using everyday objects as symbols is different to some 

of those Australian artists mentioned above, also noted for their interest in spiritual 

themes, who based their symbolism largely on colour and geometric correspondences 

(Miller on Anthroposophy and Goethe, Kemp on Theosophy and “colour science”).346 

 
345 In the 1970s a West Australian based artists who structured her work around a 

geometry and interplay of colour, designed to synthesise form and the rhythm of the 

surface, was Margaret Woodward (lived in Perth 1971-1978). Woodward studied with 

Godfrey Miller and John Passmore and her organization of forms and colours was a 

legacy of this teaching. 
346 Gibbons is critical of the theories of Annie Besant, C.W. Leadbetter and Havelock 

Ellis through which Theosophy and Anthroposophy developed because he was dubious 

about their move away from the material to an esoteric world. References to this 

viewpoint appear through-out his writing. For example his “Millenarian Abstraction in 

the 1860’s: The Spirit-drawings of Georgian Houghton” prev. cit. Balson and Crowley 

were also influenced by “colour science”. For a detailed account on the colour 

symbolism of Miller and Kemp and discussion of religious symbolism in other 

Australian artists see Mendham, Dawn. The Religious Sources of Modern Australian 

Painting, Thesis (M.A.) La Trobe University, Bundoora, 1991, comments here from 
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By having the moon orbit the everyday, the domestic situation is linked by Gibbons to a 

more universal level of response: life is shown to have a dual nature—one evoked by 

the everyday and one that responds to cosmic vibration. Gibbons’s art in this series, like 

the work of William Scott whose style it fluently derives from, retains the personal and 

intimate quality of the kitchen still-life within a wider mysterious metaphor of cosmic 

relationships. 

 

Gibbons’s metaphysical sensibility is a central feature of these earliest works exhibited 

at Foulkes-Taylor’s, especially evident in four works shown in his first exhibition – 

Orbiting Still-Live’s (1959; illustration No. 5), Still-Life: Jongleur (1958 illustration No. 

3), Moon Goddess (1960; illustration No. 39) and Moon and Bottle Still-Life (1961).  

 

In its lower and higher aspects the moon can either be regarded as a symbol of time and 

space and therefore the plane of feminine matter, desire and personality, or it can be 

read as the feminine love aspect of creativity and thus the container of transmuted 

results.347 The wit in these works is that the moon in “Orbiting” is juxtaposed with 

tridents and pots (the earthly facing transmutation by the trinity), in “Jongleur” is 

juggled by a clown or with “Bottle” is matched by another aspect of encapsulated 

“water” of life.348 Gibbons’s intention, in these works and throughout his oeuvre, is that 

essentially the wit or irony forces the viewer to “leap or climb to a broader level of 

 
pp.31-34 and p.57. For extensive details on Miller’s symbolism and use of Theosophy 

and Anthroposophy see: Wookey, Ann, The life and work of Godfrey Clive Miller, 

1899-1964, La Trobe University, Bundoora, 1994; I would also like to thank Ann for 

allowing me to spend time accessing and reading her research notes in 1996. 
347 Gaskell, prev. cit., pp.509-512. 
348 Ibid. pp.509-510: The higher aspect of the moon is as a symbol of the transmuted 

results of the experiences of the lower self, or the concept of immanence. The 

symbolism of the moon and the trident forks further develops the symbolism of the 

soul’s ascent and descent through the plane of desires, but in particular the idea of 

salvation and purification. In effect the moon’s rays, the disc shape, and the urn objects 

are all symbols of the everyday as being prepared to receive the manifestation of the 

Christ nature. 
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understanding.”349 The lower and higher aspects of Immanence – the world of desire or 

divine embodiment – are central to this group of works as well as his 1995 Fun and 

Games series (illustration No. 50). Here he wittily implies that establishing a balance 

between the transcendent and immanent aspects involves a “cooking” away 

(purification) of the lower aspects; a process of spiritual development also imaged in his 

Ikon: Benedicite (1962; illustration No. 9).350  

 

That these concerns about how to balance the two aspects of the divine is a central 

theme of his oeuvre is not so much implied as directly represented in his sculpture 

Moon Goddess (1960; illustration No. 39) which is a chip heater (purifier of water) 

painted with the ying and yang (Ts’ao-shan) diagrams that “map for Buddhist’s the shift 

from the everyday world of phenomena to the unified non-dualistic world (of 

 
349 Gibbons, Tom Interview with author prev. cit.: the wit and irony causes a dilemma of 

meaning that the viewer at the same time resolves via connotations and 

correspondences.  Such use of irony is similar to the process of the Zen koan as 

understood by Albert Low, who describes this “leap” as “the essential metaphoric act of 

synthesising …what had not been united before.” Low, Albert. The Iron Cow of Zen, 

Charles E. Tuttle and Company, Tokyo, 1985, pp.13-14.   
350 Gaskell, prev. cit. p.462: esoterically the lunar chain is the cycle or arena of life in 

which the desire nature is developed, culminating in humanity. The elements of desire 

bring with them divine “sparks” which together constitute life. In some traditions these 

sparks then undergo worldly experiences prior to purification and return to unification 

with the divine. Gibbons, interview prev. cit. acknowledged the possible esoteric 

meanings, however he insisted that the irony was that such purification – “a Gnostic and 

dualistic concept” - is not a necessary stage if Christian immanence is accepted, as 

fundamentally “we are not, as the Gnostic’s believed, lost in the world but already 

liberated.” Gibbons implies that he references transcendence and purification to 

ironically comment on religious retreat from worldly pleasures. He clearly, as he does in 

his later vanitas series, enables the viewer to ponder on dualism and the struggle 

towards being freed from the illusions of opposites. However this early in his oeuvre 

some of his images indicate transcendence, or at the very least withdrawal from 

pleasures, as a process for unification with the divine, rather than the obvious pleasure 

in immanence of his later series. It is because ideas of manifestation, transformation, 

transmutation and purification are so close that a range of associative meanings arise. 
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enlightenment).”351 The full black circle representative of the everyday is painted at the 

base whilst the top of the heater represents the final “purified” empty circle of “unity 

attained”.352  

 

After 1961, the year of his receiving Anglican Communion, he takes the idea of the 

divine feminine into a Christian and Marian celebration of Immanence in his Ikon: 

Annunciation (1962; illustration No. 8).353 Although Christian Humanism dominates 

 
351 Ibid.  

Also interview with author, prev. cit.; my brackets. Along with his reading at the time 

the ying and yang intersecting circles were suggested to Gibbons when contemplating 

his stylization of motifs in his orbiting still-lives and related works i.e. Gibbons noted 

that the eyes of the fish in his On The Shore, from the same year (1960), corresponded 

to this Buddhist symbol of immanence and unity and such correspondences were made 

more overt in Moon Goddess. 

Diagrams of the five ranks are reproduced in: Simpkins Annellen, M. and Simpkins, C. 

Alexander. Zen Around the World, Tuttle, U.S.A., 1997, p.70. 
352 Gibbons, ibid. 
353 Ibid. Gibbons, whilst no wishing to discuss his theology beyond the generalization of 

Immanence, throughout my interviews with him regularly mentioned his first 

communion. Such referencing indicates that what lies at the heart of communion is a 

central element of meaning for him. For comment on the theology of communion see 

Zizioulas, John. Being as Communion, St. Vladinir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, New 

York, 1985. Zizioulas says, viewed from the point of view of ontology, the fall consists 

in the refusal to make being dependent on communion. (p.34) Applying Christian 

theology if through sin humanity denies communion and is thus separated from the 

meaning of existence as God’s creatures, then the sacrament of communion restores 

meaning to existence. It can be argued that in seeing the everyday as the place to be in 

communion with God, Gibbons accepts the Christian doctrine that Christ healed 

Adam’s sinful transgression and restored the human condition to one of communion 

with God. Hence after communion there is immanence. Mary can be regarded as a most 

suitable symbol for immanence as, according to Maloney, George A. S.J. in Mary: The 

Womb of God, Dimension Books, New Jersey, 1976, p. 56: Mary has the “self-

determination to cooperate with Jesus Christ, the New Adam, into the whole drama of 

the history of salvation”, but she is not a fourth member vying for divinity, she is “the 
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after this date some later works, such as his Tarot Cards (1970, 1999; illustration No.’s 

16, 17 and 51) and Alchemical Wedding series (2001; illustration’s No. 30 and 53), also 

reference non-Christian religious themes.354  

 

Gibbons’s use of dynamic symmetry and curvilinear lines in the still-lifes again suggest 

that his metaphysical interest and stylistic devices share similar metaphysical ideas to 

those of Roger Kemp and Godfrey Miller from the same period. Both were interested in 

“finding universal connections and patterns”, the latter also linking the moon, the 

feminine aspect of divine mystery and creation in his Nude and Moon works (1954-

64).355 Gibbons was widely read in Theosophy and  Anthroposophy and his use of blue 

and blue grey in his moon works also shares Miller’s colour symbolism for unity; which 

followed Steiner’s and Goethe’s analogies of compassion, devotion and the “pure 

sensible-supersensible being”.356 In the very least he shares with Miller an on going 

 
epitome of all that God has decreed mankind to be through cooperation with grace” – as 

will be shown a central theme of Gibbons’s oeuvre. 
354 Rohr, Richard and Martos, Joseph. Prev. cit. p.134. Within comparative religion and 

integral studies symbolism is a means for understanding the symbolism of other 

traditions, including Christianity.  Consequently, and also in support of my argument for 

Gibbons’s approach being “objective”, Christian theologians Richard Rohr and Joseph 

Martos describe investigation of “reality knowledge” as a ying and yang balance that 

“presupposes a great deal of objectivity and detachment.” They view such a symbol as 

employed in Moon Goddess as a combination of the conceptual and experiential 

hemispheres of the brain, that will then imbue the everyday with conceptual frameworks 

for an integrated perception (p.142 and p.148) This type of knowledge and process is 

what Gibbons described as his approach to “truth seeking within the everyday” through 

“detachment rather than emotional impressions” (Gibbons, interview with author 1997, 

prev. cit.). 
355 Millar, Ronald, Civilized Magic An Interpretive guide to Australian paintings, 

Sorrett Publishing, 1974, p.36, and pp.37-39. 
356 Edwards, Deborah.  Godfrey Miller 1893-1964, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 

1996, pp.60-61.  

At times Gibbons’s metaphysical or theological viewpoint is close to that presented in 

the Theosophical and Anthroposophical (which grew out of Theosophy) writing that he 

critiqued (for example his Rooms in The Darwin Hotel prev. cit. p.1; 16-19; 21; 98; 
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128-29). However on page 17 it is implied by his phrasing that he was also sympathetic 

to their views: “they presented the human situation as something complex, meaningful 

and exciting” and “The Theosophist’s saw the world as a place in which spiritual values 

were paramount and free will an actuality, and such views were in the strongest possible 

contrast to those based upon the gloomy tenets of High Victorian materialistic 

determinism.” Gibbons’s focus on notions of evolution, the New Testament and a 

Christology based on immanence, also matches strands of science and theology given 

Anthroposophic importance. However it is important to him that he does not replicate 

what he views as their “other worldly” fallacies of their doctrines on these strands. 

Similarly for Anthroposophic “science” the establishment of our everyday with the 

divine was brought about by Christ who represents the first moment of ego-

consciousness in the world: this evolutionary advent allowed for “symbolic” knowledge 

of the penetration or enclosure of the divine within the world to be understood and our 

“divine potential” to be released (Wilkinson, Roy. Rudolf Steiner, Temple Lodge, 

Britain, 200, p.225 and p.235) For Anthroposophist’s “the Divine Being is no longer to 

be found in cosmic heights but here on earth” began when John the Baptist’s proclaimed 

that “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (ibid. p.239). This immanence is consolidated 

when in experiencing earthly death on the cross the divine unites with earthly evolution. 

Furthermore, the phrase “The Second Coming” can be translated from the original 

Greek as meaning not a “coming again” but as meaning an immediate “presence” or 

“appearance”, therefore the event of Christ is “a raising of the human power to 

perceive” the divine in life as opposed to a waiting for the divine to “come again” (ibid. 

p.235 and p.240; see also comments on Christ’s incarnation as evolution of the human 

psyche in Wehr, Gerhard. Jung and Steiner The Birth of New Psychology, 

Anthroposophic Press, Massachusetts, 2002, p.112 and pp.216-220.) Gibbons quoted 

the same scripture to me when arguing the scriptural basis for immanence. The 

connections between these turn of the century beliefs and more recent philosophical and 

psychological attempts, such as Wilber, Welwood, Austin and Gibbons, are obvious, 

however although exploring the same ideas the latter would argue that they are more 

scientific (see Wilber, Ken. Integral Psychology Consciousness, Spirit, Psychology, 

Therapy, Shambhala, Massachusetts, 2000; Austin, James H. (M.D.) Zen and the Brain, 

The MIT Press, Massachusetts, 1999; Welwood, John. Toward A Psychology of 

Awakening, Shambhala, Boston. 2000). Thus Gibbons continued critique that the turn-

of the-century research into these concerns was muddied by esoteric pseudo-science 
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interest in “classical structures” and the “world of associations, ideas and 

correspondences.”357

 

Similarly in the 1950s and 1960s the geometric element of the circle is a symbolic shape 

used by other “spiritually” inclined Australian artists but not always for the same 

reasons. For example a recurring symbol in Roger Kemp’s oeuvre is the circle or sphere 

(as it is in French’s). In many religions the circle represents the universe or nature and 

perfection through the harmony of the completed cycle. In Kemp’s work the circle is 

often placed against a grid background and interrupted by a cross form, for him the 

symbol of humanity or the human principle.358 Thus in Kemp’s imagery the human 

experience involves a sense of the cyclic where harmony and perfection are a growth 

process striven for but not attained. McCaughey sees the circular forms as the kinetic 

element in the works which “energises, enlivens and enriches the structural massivity 

and domination of the grid.”359 Gibbons’s use of the circle shape is also present in later 

images such as the spotlight of Fred Astaire (Dancer No. 3 1970, illustration No.23), 

and the halo of the Marching Girl (illustration No.22). The same symbolic reference to 

balance and harmony can be seen in Gibbons’s belief that the spiritual underlays the 

everyday but perhaps becomes most evident in the recent series Art and Alchemy (2001; 

see illustration No.’s 30 and 53) in which he “…re-interpreted one of the many 

fascinating seventeenth century alchemical pictorial ‘emblems’ of the ’mystical 

marriage’ of male & female in terms of a commonplace twentieth century clip-art image 

of a car battery.”360 Gibbons linked the car battery image of co-joined positive and 

negative poles creating an energy source with the androgenised co-joined male-female 

image of alchemy known as the ‘Alchemical Wedding’.  

 
appears to be a complaint about their slide back into mythic and pre-rational beliefs 

rather than a lack of sympathy for their basic beliefs in the importance of Christ and 

human evolution/inherent potential towards a wider unifying consciousness. 
357 Edwards, prev. cit. p.60. 
358 De Berg, Hazel. Australian Broadcasting Corporation interview with Roger Kemp, 

23 August 1975. 
359 McCaughey, Patrick ‘Maturity’ in Roger Kemp Cycles and Directions 1935-1975, 

Monash University Melbourne 1978, no pagination. 
360 Gibbons, Tom. Artist statement, The Church Gallery invitation for Art & Alchemy, 

August 2001. 
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The analogy seems both apt and absurd yet it is such highly-educated powers of analysis 

that makes Gibbons’s sensibility serious yet also playful and ironic. For example at his 

talk at the Lawrence Wilson Gallery John Brack Symposium in 2000, Gibbons used the 

Alchemical Wedding to interpret images as diverse as The Inferno (1937) by Wyndham 

Lewis, and John Brack’s The Wedding Breakfast (1960).361 Gibbons, similar to Kemp, 

is attracted to the idea of spiritual transformation, in doing so their art invokes a theme 

that has (as Gibbons states in his artist statement) art-historical importance. However 

there is an element of irony in Gibbons’s use of such symbols and his ability, as 

expressed at this talk, to see such symbolism “popping up every where.” Such “seeing” 

is a fusion of witty erudition and religious feeling that one assumes artists such as 

Kemp, and Lewis to be incapable of, although it is a sensibility shared by Brack.362   

 

Undoubtedly central to Gibbons’s use of this symbolism is his academic studies at the 

time. Indeed the “moon” circle shapes and unifying lines of their orbits, featured in the 

‘lunar’ paintings singled out by Minc, reveal Gibbons’s early and then fashionable 

interest in Jungian archetypes and Zen Buddhism (made part of the contemporary 

sensibility through the Beat vision).363 These late-1950s works can also be linked to his 

developing academic interest in the occultist substructure of European Modernism. At 

the time that Gibbons was making these works he was about to begin what has become 

a life-long academic study of mysticism and esoteric traditions as these relate to the 

beginnings of Modernism. 364

 
361 This talk is likely the genesis of his Alchemical Wedding series shown at The Church 

Gallery in 2001. However, as will be shown, the symbolism has a long history within 

his oeuvre. 
362 Gibbons’s opinion, discussed with me at the Lawrence Wilson symposium prev. cit. 
363 See Knight, Arthur and Kit. The Beat Vision, Paragon House New York, 1987 for 

detail on this vision. 
364 Although Gibbons’s use of particular symbols is conscious the layers of possible 

correspondences eventually becomes greater than his intentions. He commented many 

times that he enjoyed the irony of being able to continuously discover “onion layers” of 

meaning. However throughout this dissertation I attempt to discuss Gibbons’s intended 

meaning (arrived at through documentation or interview with him). However future 

researchers may wish to take a deeper psychological study. For example the ice-cold 
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Whilst Gibbons has mocked “symbolists of the transcendental kind”, as well as the 

pseudo-science of movements such as spiritualism and Theosophy, amongst these 

occult doctrines he discovered concepts that became an essential part of his own 

oeuvre.365 For example T.S. Eliot’s poetry gave Gibbons’s appreciation of the doctrine 

of hermetic correspondences, particularly an understanding of Buddhist “laws”, and 

helped him postulate that the everyday may provide symbols and structures with which 

to reference the wider universe.366 Similarly Christian epiphanies within seemingly 

“sinful” everyday events, as well as celebration of the mundane, came to Gibbons via 

James Joyce’s Dublineers and Ulysses, and artists as divergent in time as Giotto, 

Holman-Hunt and Spencer; who although painting centuries apart nevertheless painted 

within a tradition of symbolic realism based on immanence and “faith not ideology” 

whereby the “spiritual and secular values” of the day are blended.367 The Marching Girl 

(1971; illustration No. 22), Duccio series (1989; illustration No.’s 47 and 48), and more 

recent series such as Fun and Games (1995; illustration No. 50) are examples of this 

blend.  

 

“Practically” his depiction of correspondences, as just suggested, is most evident in his 

Alchemical Wedding series (2001; illustration No.’s 30 and 53) where each image is a 

battery. The title of the series alludes to the idea of the batteries negative and positive 

poles, becoming connected to provide an electrical charge, “corresponding” to the 1622 

alchemical image Philosophic Reformata by Johann Mylias which depicts male and 

female poles charging the waters of life. The “correspondence” in the series title was 

made evident by the source image being included on the invitations along with an artist 

statement.  

 
tone of the “lunar view”, applicable to the works just discussed, is described by Austin 

(prev. cit) as indicative of a “fearless” and “emotionless” awakening to metaphysical 

objectivity (pp.577-578). Gibbons described to me his wit and irony as “emotionless” 

and “objective” engagement with the world. From this perspective the lunar still-lifes 

hold both Gibbons’s existential questions and his moment of clarity and coherence.  
365 Gibbons, Rooms In The Darwin Hotel, prev. cit. p.129 and p.128. 
366 Ibid p.133-134. 
367 Borchgrave, Helen De, A Journey Into Christian Art, Fortress Press Minneapolis, 

2000, pp.37-38. See also pp.174-177 and pp.188-192. 
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Gibbons’s subsequent scholarship focused on turn-of-the-century artists involved with 

spiritual systems who believed that they were contributing to evolutionary progress — 

restoring wholeness to art and social life. At the time of this 1963 exhibition he was 

about to begin an investigation of ideas and beliefs in evolutionary mysticism as applied 

by critics such as A. R.Orage; an investigation began in his Masters’ re-interpretation of 

Wyndham Lewis and vorticism.  

 

Prompted by a remark by John Holloway in the Modern Age volume of The Pelican 

Guide to English Literature, Gibbons for his Cambridge Ph.D. thesis began to study 

Orage as an early exponent of the detailed quasi-scientific linguistic analysis of literary 

texts later developed by I.A. Richards and F.R. Leavis. To his great surprise, he soon 

discovered that Orage, like many of his contemporaries, the generation involved in 

Theosophy and the ‘Order of the Golden Dawn’, was hoping to discover universal 

secret powers hidden behind the surface of reality.368 Yeats, for example, saw a 

unifying pattern in history (his system is expounded in his A Vision). In it the evolution 

of the human soul and of history is made to correspond to the twenty-eight phases of the 

moon. Yeats ends the preface to A Vision by saying that he regards the phases as 

‘stylistic arrangements of experience comparable to the cubes in the drawing of 

Wyndham Lewis’.369 Yeats, Lewis and the pre-occupations of this spiritual 

 
368 See Gibbons’s description of this period and his tracing of the revival of mysticism 

in Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies in English Literary Criticism and Ideas, 1880-

1920 (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 1973).  

The Theosophical Society was central to the 19th century revival of the occult across 

Europe and America, as well as an agent for Buddhism in England, see Webb, James. 

The Occult Establishment, Open Court, Illinois, 1976, p.43. 
369 Later setting out to prove beyond all doubt the then common art-historical 

assumption that the cubists were indebted to science and Einstein for their concept of 

the ‘Fourth Dimension’, he discovered, again to his great surprise, that this was a 

chronological impossibility, and that the real source could only be the writings of 

occultists such as C.W. Leadbeater, the prominent Theosophist. See Gibbons, Tom. 

‘Cubism and “The Fourth Dimension” in the Context of the Late 19th Century and 

Early 20th Century Revival of Occult Idealism’,  Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 

Institutes, 1981, pp.130-47, as well as his Rooms In A Darwin Hotel, prev. cit. 
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development within Modernism with historical patterns and correspondences is taken up 

by Gibbons in his art as well as in his scholarship.   

 

8. Local Modernism: Salek Minc’s Support of Gibbons’s Sensibility 

A patron who supported Gibbons’s work as well as the work of many other West 

Australian artists was physician, critic and collector Salek Minc (1906-1983). Minc met 

Gibbons through their involvement with the Banana Club and The Critic. The Banana 

Club was:  

 

…a facetious name for a group of arts-interested people, which first met above a 

fruit shop in St. George’s Terrace and later at David Foulkes Taylor’s home in 

Crawley. Members included Allan Edwards, George Seddon, and Tom Gibbons 

(all then of the English Department, U.W.A.), Guy Grey-Smith, Ferdie Korwill, 

Dirk van Mens, David Foulkes-Taylor and Roy Constable … The only aim of the 

club was to discuss contemporary ideas and art. The interest in ideas included 

regional history and culture. Though there was no written visual history of WA, 

art-work viewed at local exhibitions was the source of discussion.370

 

Minc supported Gibbons through debate, giving him commissions, inviting him to 

speak to The Art Gallery Friends and by reviewing his work. By the mid 1960s Minc 

was amongst those at the forefront in revitalizing and stimulating the local scene. He 

made numerous visits to Europe and America and was able to bring back information on 

trends and developments particularly in the form of hundreds of colour-slides. An 

example of his Modernist sensibility and broad understanding of contemporary art was 

presented in an essay on abstraction and trends in Modern art in The Critic in 1963. In 

this essay he discusses abstraction as the academic style of the twentieth century and 

presents the argument that as “every established movement pays the penalty of 

becoming academic and exploited to the utmost,” until it is “more repetitive than 

                                                 
370 Sharkey, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp.99-100. Her footnotes acknowledge respectively: WAN 

letter 14.2.1983 Anon. ‘W.A. Art Expert Dies’, and personal communication 

Sharkey/George Seddon, September 1992. The Banana Club is also mentioned in the 

1982 WAIT David Foulkes-Taylor catalogue. The research presented in Appendix of 

this thesis expands the activities of this club. 
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creative”, so has abstraction within contemporary Western art – much as Bernard later 

did in Modernisms History. He then argues against abstraction by foregrounding an 

International “New Realist” interest in the “daily object”. He presents these artists as 

having an awareness of the aesthetic experience that “natural reality” – the “visual 

element of the city environment” - can offer.  Minc thus supports the aesthetic being 

developed by Gibbons. Certainly the  “post-abstractionist” art, described by Minc in this 

review, as occurring in the Californian school of Bischoff and Diebenkorn and the “new 

realist” movement of “Pop-art”, is a “post-abstraction” sensibility shared by Gibbons 

and other writers for The Critic (see the section on Philpot in this thesis).371

 

This, combined with his informed art reviews and commissions, helped various 

artists gain an international perspective on their work. Gibbons was one of the artists 

aided by Minc in this way.  

 

Alongside the still-lifes and landscapes that Gibbons exhibited at the Triangle Gallery in 

1963 was a large head-and-shoulders painting of two angels in the style of Byzantine 

icons (illustration No. 10). He had been experimenting with this genre and shortly 

before this exhibition had been commissioned by Minc to paint two smaller icons which 

he titled Ikon: Benedicite and Ikon: Annunciation (both 1962; illustration’s No. 9 and 

8). The Triangle exhibition resulted in a further commission for an Angel painting. 

 

Gibbons’s interest in icons and Christian religious painting had developed out of his 

1961 Anglican Communion and subsequent interest in the history of religious art.372 

From such study he developed his interest in demystifying the Christian experience of 

the everyday world and the artist’s approach to art making processes. To achieve these 

aims he began to employ mechanical type patterns and processes; gold leaf in these 

works as well as stylized figures based upon elementary geometric shapes and 

repetition. Such an approach later informs his developing Pop and Op sensibilities. 

However more than just process or patterning Gibbons’s work, as will be discussed, was 

motivated by Duccio and Christian symbolism at multiple levels and, as such, stands in 
 

371 Minc, Salek. “About Turn for Modern Art”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 10, March 1963, 

p.88. 
372 Suggested by Gibbons 29th December 2004 letter, prev. cit. and Gibbons interview 

with author, prev. cit. 
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contrast to the biblical illustrative religiosity and consistent overt referencing of the 

Catholic tradition favoured by another Australian artist of the period Justin O’Brien, 

who also worked through Duccio from a Byzantine art source.373

 

Gibbons’s approach to his Ikons indicates a continuation of his experimental approach, 

interest in pictorial conventions and a spirituality based on the seen rather than the 

inner: 

 

Justin O’Brien is one of the few Australian artists I feel an affinity with. Not that I 

knew his work at the time. At this stage I had a paperback collection of art-

historical documents edited by a lady called, I think, Holt. This included a section 

on icon or mural painting translated from the Painters’ Manual of Mount Athos. I 

was impressed by the way in which people around about the 12th century could, 

using a modular set of rules of composition, a pair of compasses, a straight edge 

and a set of theological instructions, knock you up an icon or a mural without 

going into their boring ‘inner problems’. They got on with a craftsman-like job. I 

taught myself tempera painting. I used gold leaf and mixed tempera powder with 

egg yolk and made an image out of stock figures. It took me a long time to find 

out that in icons the drapery up above indicates that the scene is taking place 

indoors. A lot of medieval and pre-medieval paintings appear to be taking place 

outside, but the drape actually tells you that it’s inside. It’s a very interesting 

convention.374

 

His choice of subject for Minc’s commission also indicates his use of wit and 

symbolism matched with a design based aesthetic where the buildings arches, curves in 

the drapery and gestures point lead to or echo the religious symbolism of the halos: 

 

I wondered what I could paint that would be appropriate for Salek, he being a Jew. 

There is a subdued reference to the Holocaust, as it has become known. The 

 
373 France, Christine. Justin O’Brien Image and Icon, Craftsman House, Australia, 1997, 

p.17 and pp. 20-22. Although Gibbons did not know of his paintings at the time, the 

stylization and subject matter of these Ikon works is similar to Justin O’Brien’s, 
374 Gibbons, interview with author August 1997, prev. cit. 
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paradox of the Fiery Furnace is that the three Children of Israel sing the 

‘Benedicite’— they are actually rejoicing. …Fire in its higher aspect is a symbol 

of the spirit of God, thus of wisdom. God as a consuming power is holy. In a 

purifying fire the pure remain unharmed.375

       

Thus this image also heralds the depths of Gibbons’s awareness of, and his willingness 

to publicly indicate, the symbolic dimension of existence. For Jungian analytical 

psychologist Edward F. Edinger this particular Nebuchadnezzar story indicates the 

individuation process whereby the transpersonal is actualized in experience. The 

symbolic import of this story and image – where the numinous encounter between the 

ego and the transpersonal psyche results in an indissoluble connection – is central to 

Gibbons’s development of the concept of immanence and his picturing of the symbolic 

life in many series to follow.376 It is, given Edinger’s description, also an apt metaphor 

for what the Integralist’s state is the essential conceptual realization and experience of 

meaning and wholeness in consciousness.  

 

The second Ikon painted for Minc, Ikon: Annunciation (1962; illustration No. 8), in title 

references a Duccio in the London National Gallery. This reference becomes 

particularly important when the development of Gibbons’s oeuvre is considered as he 

includes reproductions of Duccio’s work in several of his 1984-1988 Vanitas series and 

exhibited a Homage to Duccio series in 1989 (see illustration No.’s 35, 47 and 48). 

 
375 Ibid: “We are all slaves to something, but even these desires are present within a 

greater blessing. …We just have to return to understanding that everything is already 

complete.” (This statement akin to Wilber’s concept of holarchy). For Gibbons 

purification or “trial by fire” feeds the mysterious process of alchemical transformation 

at the basis of all spiritual journeys.  
376 Edinger, Edward F. Ego and Archetype, Shambhala, Boston, 1992, pp.116-117.  

The reader is reminded also of my earlier discussion of Gibbons’s On The Shore (1960) 

and similar images where the symbolism suggests transmutation or transformation 

brought about by the process of fire. In most religious traditions the ego views this as an 

experience of suffering and sorrow (the ego becomes conscious of sin and sees earthly 

desires as what keeps one distanced from god); resulting in the purification of purgatory 

(see Gaskin, prev. cit. p.599). Gibbons view, as expressed here, is contrary to these ego 

based fears in that he presents this transformation as a joyful experience.  
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Gibbons found in the example of Duccio the balance between transcendence and 

immanence that he later decides to base his oeuvre upon. From a 1997 perspective 

Gibbons saw many of his stylistic and religious ideas as traceable back to this early use 

of Duccio: 

 

Duccio is my favourite painter. I discovered him around 1960. I happened across a 

handsomely-illustrated book of trecento painting which included Duccio. I 

immediately responded. One way of explaining my attraction is that his works are 

opposed to the inhumanity of the angularity of the icons, and looking forward a bit 

to proper Renaissance painting like that of Raphael and Piero della Francesca, who 

are a bit too naturalistic for me. They’re not transcendental enough. 

Duccio’s paintings are on that balancing point between the transcendental and the 

everyday. They are human yet divine. The colours of Siennese painting are very 

bright. Pop-like. I’ve always found bright colour attractive because it’s cheerful. I 

can’t think of the events which we read about in the Scriptures without seeing 

them in Duccio colours and tones.377

 

Gibbons’s early 1960s icon paintings, without the symbolism considered, can look 

theatrical and illustrative. Through analogy the image may seem apt, as with Gibbons’s 

linking of the fiery furnace in his Ikon: Benedicite (1962; illustration No. 9) with the 

Holocaust; Minc being Jewish. However, this type of engagement would be lost to an 

audience lacking information about the commission. The paintings for Minc mentioned 

above present flattened figures against geometric grounds that reference the verticals 

and arches of the buildings in the original Duccio’s. However in Gibbons’s images, 

unlike the originals known for their drama, kinetic energy and, in Duccio’s The 

Annunciation (1311), Mary’s “perturbation” “whose perplexity can only be solved by 

her assent to the divine plan”, his figures are neither “agitated” by their emotions nor 

troubled by the idea of “obedience”.378  In Gibbons’s images the interplay between 

viewer and image is made distant by the deliberate use of pattern and stylized 

figuration. In his Ikon: Annunciation (1962; illustration No. 8) the Angel Gabriel and 

Mary mirror each other across the canvas, their balanced gestures seem silent and frozen 
 

377 Ibid. 
378 Drury, John. Painting the Word Christian Pictures and their Meanings, Yale Uni. 

Press, London, 1999, p.44. 
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in time as a stylized Holy Spirit, looking like a golden smile both canopies and joins the 

two figures, yet is the emblematic mystery that floats down from its position as the 

central axis of the painting.379 Gibbons’s Ikons are peaceful and indeed timeless, 

suggesting that the transcendent and immanence are settled and resolved. Yet such a 

vision of eternity and biblical promises lacks a depth of significance when presented as 

traditionally as these are.  

 

Indeed the forms by which these images are rendered, assembled from historical 

examples, makes the work look representative or demonstrative of a genre as opposed to 

a contemporary interplay with a genre. Making a biblical story of the past relevant to 

our own times is the difficult task which faced Gibbons and one that a decade on he 

addresses in works that Modernize his earlier themes, as in the Annunciation  (1971; 

illustration No. 20) where the spectator is presented with narrative mystery within a 

contemporary setting to suggest an overshadowing larger mystery.  

 

Sister Wendy Becket describes the annunciation as one of the essential Christian 

mysteries and the “quintessential confrontation, when heaven meets the earth, and 

human history changes radically and for ever.”380 The annunciation is the moment 

which forms the context for the incarnation on which the theology of Immanence is 

based and the point where arguments about the evolution of “self” also commence.381 In 

painting the scriptural mystery for the second time Gibbons is asserting both the 

importance for him of belonging to a tradition of Christian art and his deep interest in 

the mystery. 

 
379 The theme of the annunciation can readily be tied in with the themes of Gibbons’s 

earlier works that dealt extensively with moon symbolism, if correspondences with the 

sacred feminine are considered. A thesis on the influence of mystery and goddess 

religions on Christianity is given in: Freke, Timothy and Gandy, Peter. The Jesus 

Mysteries, Thorsons, London, 1999. In The Jesus Mysteries Freke and Gandy write that 

the angel Gabriel, who comes to Mary to announce the birth of Jesus, was equated with 

the moon (p.42). 
380 Becket, Sister Wendy. The Mystery of Love Saints in Art Through The Centuries, 

Harper Collins, London, 1996, p.166. She states that it is the most frequently painted of 

all the Christian mysteries (but provides no proof). 
381 Gaskell, prev. cit. p.387. 
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In this 1971 image Gibbons presents a parachutist paradoxically descending yet 

suspended from a group of three clouds (of which the canopy forms one), towards a 

Marching Girl standing in the entrance of a Bex factory. To the left of the “traditional” 

box Bex factory is a very red Art Deco Regal Cinema with a male usher at the door. The 

image is multi-layered as Gibbons uses well known local landmark architecture, 

references his own Marching Girl series and alludes to several theological questions. 

The absurdity of the situation is complicated by irony if one follows the suggestion of 

the title to read the symbolism as a Modern millennial second coming. Is the “angel” 

held up by the vaporous trinity or going to gently arrive? Is the “chosen” virgin going to 

march off, complain that she has a headache, or be “tempted” by the dapper usher and 

the icons of the screen? What is regal and why? What is being announced and why? The 

image presents the several paradoxes central to Gibbons’s metaphysical wit and his 

questions about Modernism: is there any wonder or tradition left in a Modern world of 

decadence, and if there is a need for a second coming would a contemporary descent 

succeed? The fusion of wit with erudition has further irony if one reads the whole scene 

more “traditionally” for it is certainly an incident treated, like the scriptural passage, as 

a mystery and an event. Furthermore the parachutist’s descent into such a scene is an 

expressive symbol of momentous faith and a miraculous appearance (and 

announcement). 

 

Thematically the Annunciation (1971) is partly an answer to the questions implied by 

The End (1969; discussed later). However Gibbons, through his understanding of 

Immanence, does not rely on “the messianic hope of apocalyptic thought where Jesus 

returns on the clouds to inaugurate a reign of righteousness on earth.”382 Millenniast 

horror is largely absent but is still wittily, although subtly, implied by the shape of the 

parachute and extended canopy echoing a nuclear mushroom cloud. Yet it is the 

narrative situation that dominates and, in relation to the title, the viewer is positioned to 

ask is this divine intervention or is the parachutist simply lost? Wittily Gibbons suggests 

that heaven meets earth not in a distant apocalyptic event but within the absurdities of 

life. Furthermore the irony of the Millenniast’s expectations of supernatural intrusion 

arriving in the form of a parachutist, wittily switches questions about divine intervention 

to an emphasis on absence (if one is standing around waiting), or of unexpected signs (if 

 
382 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
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the figures and the perils of an inner urban landing are considered). Questions about 

divine intervention, absence and signs are important contemporary theological questions 

but here Gibbons uses surreal absurdity and a cool Pop style to suggest that we should 

allow them to subside into the “fun” of acceptance. Thus the layers of irony are meant 

to make the viewer realize that “Divine grace is not some future event, grace flows 

endlessly, yet to see it we must allow ourselves to be receptive” (to that abundance and 

more subtle signs).383  

 

The idea of the subtlety of signs is presented by the companion painting Bex Factory 

(1971; illustration No. 21) where three bright clouds, representing the trinity, float in an 

otherwise clear blue sky like a surreal face. For Gibbons the symbolism related this 

work to his earlier Orbiting Still-Lives (1959), On The Shore (1960) and other “cooking 

transmutation” images through the idea of water vapour rising to collect and then fall as 

the rain (results) of truth. His later Alchemical Wedding series (2001; illustration No. 

53) relies on the same transmutation symbolism, based on the idea that water is the great 

symbol of eternal reality and source of all manifestation.384 Clouds as symbols were 

however problematic for Gibbons, as although a line of clouds is a symbol of the divine 

preparing to outpour truth, clouds are also a symbol of obscurity. 

 

As Annunciation (1971; illustration No. 20) indicates he took the theme of the Madonna 

into his Marching Girl images, their halo wittily provided by Australian flag stars, but 

he also considers his use of nudes in his Still-Life Studio Interiors (1981; illustration 

No.’s 32 and 33) and Fun and Games series (1995; illustration No. 50) as referencing 

the universal feminine quality evident as well in his 1960s moon symbol images.385 The 

pivotal image between his sacred and secular use of the universal feminine is his Aussie 

Pin Up (1973) which, consciously or subconsciously owes a little to the pin up Pop 

paintings of Mel Ramos. However Gibbons’s source was a page three girl from “a 

publication such as Truth or Picture Post” which he was researching for images that 

would appeal to the average non-art venue-going person.386 His version is a frontal half 

 
383 Ibid. 
384 Ibid. For the history of this symbolism see Gaskell, prev. cit. p.805. 
385 Gibbons, interview 1997 prev. cit. He referred to his celebration of “womanly form” 

in these later series but it is my reading which connects all these series under this idea. 
386 Ibid. 
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portrait of a smiling topless woman with a stylized halo. In the manner of Ramos her 

breasts are prominent, her nipples and shining smile the three focal points. What we are 

to make of such juxtapositions - as either serious, humorous or ironic commentary on 

consumer images of women - is problematic.387

 

According to Gibbons whilst researching such material he realized that the average 

Australian “celebrates the body, the car and other products of consumer society in a 

healthy way”. He saw no evidence in these publications of “the morbid eccentricities of 

Augustinian thought” and the puritan notion that our bodies, their functions and 

products are ugly or dirty.388  He saw in the page-three-girl a working-class veneration 

 
387 Although problematic it also indicates that as much as Gibbons’s work is within a 

Christian tradition his sense of joie-de vivre is much broader, and more inclusive, than 

the Pauline Christian moral viewpoint that has dominated Western ideas of Christianity. 

His Fun and Games series, Still-life series from 1995 and 1981, his movie icons of Joan 

Crawford, Jean Harlow, Marilyn Monroe (1976) and images such as Aussie Pin Up 

(1973), with their references to sensuality and glamour, certainly don’t make the viewer 

think of restraint and sin. Gibbons’s sensibility is thus not the orthodox Christian view 

but one inclined to the celebration of life experienced by the Greek ethos that life was to 

be appreciated. His regard for reason and pluralism is also the Greek view on life. 

However whilst Gibbons’s outspokenness against false sentimentality and his lack of 

belief in a transcendent authority who rewards obedience and punishes opposition may 

seem unchristian to literalists, he nevertheless holds that the condition of belonging to a 

Western community and inquiry as well as identity with this community is best 

understood through Christianity; centrally via Christian ideas of the logos as entering 

the world to heal or forgive the separation caused by original sin. Having thus been 

healed any separation since Christ can, from Gibbons viewpoint, only be through a lack 

of awareness of this “born again” state. For him angst which views life as meaningless 

suffering and then extinction is thus a false consciousness, one tortured by the illusion 

that separation from the eternal exists. 
388 Gibbons, prev. cit. He saw many classical correspondences. He also stated that an 

intent was for his Marching Girl, Annunciation and Aussie Pin-Up “madonnas” to 

appear enigmatic, like “the Mona-Lisa” whose smile is “without modern notions of 

either coy modesty or sexual shame”. As such the images can be read as perhaps 

ironically questioning the complex of fertility-sex worship behind the images of the 
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of the body and a cherishing of what it produces akin to the celebration offered in 

Aristophanes, Sappho, Solomon’s Song of Songs and even Christ’s acceptance of Mary 

Magdalene.389

 

However the focal humour and absurdity in such images is apt to leave the spiritual 

significance inconclusive. Ironically although he argues that art is not biographical he 

perceives that it is the power of a concept and story that gives cohesion to life and it is 

towards narrative that his imagery moves.390 Thus he either locates the enigmatic in 

local laneways and settings (i.e. A Little-Known Corner of Old Subiaco 1975; 

illustration No. 52) or references and borrows from grander Hollywood narratives such 

as in his Film Star works. 

 

That Gibbons wants to explore spiritual concepts within an acceptable mix of 

contemporary reference and traditional format is evident in his variations on the Ikon  

theme in the 1970s. His Tarot Cards (1970), Marching Girls (1971), and Film Star 

Ikons (1976-78) can all be considered part of his search for iconographical format and 

substance. However the problems of tradition matched with wit and irony, along with 

the question of meaning and relevance, is not resolved until his series of Vanitas works 

were begun in the late 1970s. The vanitas tradition, discussed later in this section of my 

thesis, can also be linked to the underlying approach of the seventeenth-century 

Metaphysical poets who used the context of the everyday for “speculations of 

philosophy.”391

 
Madonna that go back through our Jewish-Christian forebears to Adam and Eve, and 

thus Gibbons wittily subverts notions of original sin because it is a “sin” which 

immanence resolved. 
389 This reading suggested by such history as that covered in Rosebury, Theodor. Life 

On Man, Martin Secker and Warburg, Ltd., Great Britain, 1969, p.69. Gibbons 

comments parallel statements made p.70.  
390 Salzberg, Sharon. Faith, Riverhead Books, U.S.A., 2002, p.8. 
391 Gibbons, prev. cit. “The Metaphysical Poets” were studied under courses that he 

taught at U.W.A. and include: Thomas Carew; Richard Crashaw; Sir William Davenant; 

John Donne; George Herbert; Andrew Marvell; John Milton; Sir Walter Ralegh; Robert 

Southwell and Henry Vaughan. T.S. Eliot also influenced the themes of West Australian 
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The Metaphysicals’ fascination for conciseness packed with meaning, their use of 

traditional forms with every-day conversational rhythms, their use of wit, the frequent 

use of human situations and their linking of the spiritual, intellectual and every-day, the 

concern with life (and living to the full) combined with contemplation of death along 

with the use of allusions drawn from academia and religion, also describes and applies 

to how Gibbons constructs his imagery and content. All these strands, as will be shown, 

come together in use of the Vanitas genre. 

 

9. Gibbons Promoter of Modernism: as “The Critic” and on Committees  

Gibbons’s sensibility, based on what he had viewed and read in England (already 

discussed), complemented the Modernist response that locals had themselves had to 

touring exhibitions of international and national Modernism. Gibbons’s comments that 

he was also, like his peers in the Perth Group and the wider art community, inspired by 

these events to keep exploring their interpretation of what Modern art was. The evident 

variety within Modernism encouraged rather than overshadowed their maintaining of a 

realism as the drive was for “sophisticated reaction” and to “question why” one adopted 

a particular style and content rather than to “unanimously adopt a direction”.392

 

Along with the availability of these exhibitions at the Art Gallery of Western Australia 

there was, by the late 1950s and into the 1960s (and beyond), a variety of works shown 

at Skinner Galleries by older and younger generation Australian contemporary artists 

such as Nolan, Boyd, Williams, Drysdale, Fairweather, Friend, Passmore, Molvig, 

Daws and Sibley.393 It was in this 1954-64 period that Alan Edwards, Professor of 

English at the University of Western Australia, encouraged the Universities Picture 

Committee to use the Tom Collins Memorial Bequest to purchase work by many of 

these Australian Modernists. Gibbons studied and then worked alongside Edwards and 

                                                                                                                                               
artist Baynard Werner’s mid 1960s works, as did Duchamp who has also been 

referenced by Gibbons. 
392 Gibbons, ibid. 
393 The Skinner Gallery catalogue archive A.G.W.A.; Gibbons reviewed exhibitions at 

The Skinner Gallery in The Critic and saw “most exhibitions and plays there” during 

their early period. 
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reviewed several of the touring exhibitions and a number of the Skinner Galleries 

exhibitions.394

 

As already noted Juniper’s prize win and these exhibitions created a wide range of 

feelings and responses: from enthusiasm to curiosity, from uncertainty to disgust and 

rage, from intellectualized and educated understanding, to opinionated dismissal. The 

range of the responses in many ways indicates a healthy openness to debate; silence 

would have been less accepting. Indeed interest and understanding comes to the broader 

public only when critical attention is generated and such debates occur. Opportunities 

for the local art audience to turn conservative response into debate and discourse 

occurred regularly in the decade after Juniper’s win; the controversy of Modernism was 

deemed newsworthy.  In some cases local newspapers carried caricatures, lampoons, 

and angry letters to the editor.395 However in all instances these were counteracted by 

articles, reviews and letters that were supportive.396  

 

In 1964 a central debate about Modernism occurred around the Art Gallery of Western 

Australia’s purchase of Henry Moore’s Reclining Nude. It can be argued, against what 

is generally presented by historians, that the fact that the two daily papers ran articles, 

cartoons, editorials and published letters on the purchase and that Professor Edwards 

comments on the debate in one of the two available local critical journals, reflects an 

acceptance of Modern art as something of wide enough interest for the public arena and 

worthwhile to debate and for many to support. Similarly it can be inferred from a 1962 

review of the Recent British Sculpture show by Gibbons, from where interest in the 

Moore purchase begun, that the daily press also published articles around the debates 

that educated the public about Modernism. Along with published letters of support it 

 
394 See Gibbons’s bibliography for The Critic in: McNamara, Time+Machine, prev. cit. 

p.44. 
395 See Snell, Ted. Cinderella On The Beach, prev. cit., particularly Part 4, “The 

Scandals”, pp.125-158 for indication that this type of response continued well into the 

1970s.  
396 Edwards, Allan. “An Outburst of Popular Joy”, The Critic, Vol. 5, No. 6, June 1964. 
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can be argued the papers were less negative than the emphasis on the cartoonist’s point 

of view may suggest.397  

 

Gibbons played an important role in this education process. In his review of Recent 

British Sculpture (1962-3), he pointed out that Modernism had reached and been 

accepted into our everyday lives in quite mundane ways. Gibbons offered the advice 

that Modern art was neither a “flattering, nor optimistic” “Hall of Mirrors” and that it 

“will outrage those who expect to see themselves reflected as ballerinas, Dresden 

shepherdesses, or Prominent Businessmen.”398 In addition Gibbons later followed with 

a longer review congratulating all involved in lending, securing, displaying and 

enhancing the audiences access and understanding of the works (from officials, to 

curators and catalogue writers), before commenting on the “grumblers” and then the 

work and its sources. His review attempts to educate. Gibbons “wonders just what kind 

of sculpture would be acceptable to the grumblers: “Oceanic, Egyptian, Aztec, 

Nigerian? Even Neo-Classic wouldn’t serve, for Neo-Classic involves nudity, and 

Nudity isn’t Nice”.399 He then humorously expands the readers’ sensibilities about the 

range of genres so that the reader also sees that “we have been lent something valuable” 

and appreciate that “admission is free and attendance voluntary”. We laugh at 

Gibbons’s image of “manacled and protesting citizens” “being herded through the 

gallery by the police” and are positioned by him to agree that “The general reaction 

seems churlish in the extreme.” 

 

For example, in 1962 he criticized the Antipodeans (Blackman, Arthur and David Boyd, 

Brack, Dickerson, Perceval and Pugh) and then contemporary artists with the “other 

major alternative attitude which is religious’”, because they showed “no delight in 

peoples or places”, “no sense of humour” and had become either too angst ridden and 

overwhelmed by the archetype of hell (moving “in seventy years or so, from the 

apocalyptic to the demonic”), or were too schematic , diagrammatic and “abstracted 

away from any human experience”.400  

 
397 Gibbons, Tom. “Recent British Sculpture”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 6, December 

1962, p.49. See also the Appendix to this thesis. 
398 Ibid. 
399 Gibbons, Tom. “Recent British Sculpture”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 9, February 1963. 
400 Gibbons, Tom. “Paradise Lost.” The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 3, October 1962.  
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The review’s title “Paradise Lost” indicates the broader history that Gibbons considered 

in his critique of the tensions that underlay this group’s imagery and modernity. Central 

to the struggle of modern ethics is that between ideology and personal freedom, evident 

in Milton’s poem Paradise Lost. In it Milton presents Prometheus as the victim of an 

irresponsible God, the observation being that all men are victims. Prometheus as 

victimized humanity becomes the romantic protest against Christianity. Without the 

resurrection Christ is another alias of Prometheus and the limitations of humanity are 

presented as inescapable; mortality accepted as final. These themes prefigure later 

existential debates and significant romantic notions of individuality and personal quests 

for transcendence from the human condition. Such existentialism as a product of 

romantic pessimism and its sense of victim-hood is clear enough. Gibbons in this 

review challenges the existential feeling of being overwhelmed by circumstances by an 

argument for optimism; the existential mystery need not be feared if we keep focus on 

life as still, in many aspects, blessed if not quite arcadic.  

 

Here Gibbons’s emphasis on “the good life” is not overtly based on religiosity, however 

the correlation between the title of this review and such ideas makes it plain that a 

Christian religious perspective is an important aspect of Gibbons’s commentary on The 

Antipodeans’ angst and symbolism. As will be shown his interpretation of the 

resurrection as heralding immanence became central to his oeuvre, informing his view 

that everyday life should be celebrated. It is a sensibility Elwyn Lynn, in a reference to 

Milton’s Paradise Lost in his essay for The Field exhibition (1968), regards as seeing 

God rather than Satan as the Modern hero.401 This generational “shift” in “creative 

focus” that comes “to regard God as the central and significant figure, because he plays 

it cool; he reasons, he keeps the emotions under control; he abhors egocentricity and 

self-revelation” is prefigured here six years earlier both in Gibbons’s review and his 

general approach to practice.402

 

 
401 Lynn, Elwyn: in Stringer, John (curator), The Field, National Gallery of Victoria, 

1968, p.85. 
402 Ibid. Lynn references “Professor James McAuley” as commenting on this being the 

viewpoint of students he had recently met in America. 
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There are public duty activities expected of someone working on university staff and 

Gibbons took these on board when he was employed there as a lecturer in 1959. These 

activities are of importance to an understanding of the Modernist sensibility Gibbons 

was forging as they indicate the issues with which he engaged and provide further 

evidence on how he confirmed his ideas on art. The 1960s was a formative decade in 

which he clarified his interests and aesthetic directions. His writing for The Critic had a 

pivotal role. 

 

The Critic was set up by John O’Brien as an independent critical journal for the 

development and enrichment of the arts and culture in Western Australia. All work 

connected with the production of The Critic was entirely voluntary; it was published by 

a group of trustees, and there were no salaries paid or profits made. It made its first 

appearance as a broadsheet on January 11, 1961. By the mid-1960s it had become a 

journal of eight to ten pages. The contributors were predominantly academics from The 

University of Western Australia’s English Department, with their students and local 

journalists also contributing. It survived in the early 1960s through private donations 

and ‘the kind co-operation of Perth printers Paterson Brokensha’ (thanked in Vol. 3, No. 

4, 1962). John O’Brien’s later harnessing of The University of Western Australia Press 

facilities kept it going from the mid 1960s until its demise in 1970: “John had a unique 

gift of persuading, flattering, enthusing or bullying busy or reluctant contributors and 

staff.”403

 

To quote Margot Luke, who wrote for The Critic in the latter half of the 1960s: 

     

A feature of presentation was an elegant restraint. There were no illustrations, 

and the front page had the severe look of New Statesman or Spectator-type 

publications … usually the leading article headline made its own point: 

‘Censorship—the Pelican Issue’; ‘A greater Perth, or a New Heart?’ and so on. 

… the strong feeling was that the daily press was giving neither enough space 

nor variety of opinion. … Within this context of a general concern for the 

 
403 Margot Luke, “A Time Capsule of the 1960s”, Fremantle Arts Review, Vol. 1, No. 

11, November 1986, p.6. 
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overall cultural environment, the greater part of the magazine was devoted to 

discussion of the individual art forms.404

 

The Critic provided a vehicle for cultural dialogue and improved the level of local self-

confidence. As Ted Snell stated in his book on Howard Taylor, critical discourse on the 

arts was in-house until The Critic.405 Its ten years of publication opened up the debate 

about local arts practice, briefly generating ABC television and radio programs and 

providing a climate for the eventual development of other publications, local galleries, 

arts societies and groups. Gibbons began writing for The Critic because he was asked to 

by O’Brien. He was allowed to write on whatever he wanted to and so the art or books 

he reviews are a personal choice. However as Gibbons point out “there weren’t many of 

them in those days. I don’t know how many exhibitions there are currently in Perth, 

including galleries of all kinds, but I don’t suppose there’d be less than fifty. We could 

just about cover every exhibition that was mounted in those days.”406 During the 1960s 

Gibbons was on the editorial board of Westerly and very closely involved in the 

production; lining up contributors, designing lay-outs, promoting the publication, 

attempting to raise funds and quite often through out the decade designing the front 

covers for them as well.407  

 

Such publications were a local response to perceived issues of isolation from inclusion 

in the wider National debates about Modernism. Ironically in the 1960s issues of 

isolation (which seem continually to occupy cultural debate on what it is to be Western 

Australian408) were diminishing.409 Graphics were an important part of the Modernist 
 

404 Ibid. 
405 Ted Snell, Howard Taylor forest figure, Fremantle Arts Centre Press 1995, p.81. 

Snell notes that the development into TV and radio opened up a much greater audience. 

Tom Gibbons recalls giving arts reviews for ABC radio. 
406 Gibbons, interview with author August 1997, prev. cit. 
407 Hutchings, Patrick. Conversation at Gibbons’s retrospective opening, Lawrence 

Wilson Art Gallery, September 18th 1998, and partly covered in his introduction to 

Time+Machine, prev. cit. p.2. Gibbons performed a similar role, in de-facto, for the 

Fremantle Arts Review in the 1970s. 
408 Isolation continues to be identified as a major factor in the development of local art 

practice. See Ted Snell’s arguments in both the Foulkes-Taylor catalogue prev. cit. and 
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feel to these publications and their audiences’ sense that they were part of the 

information explosion. Gibbons’s typographical influence on Westerly was noted by 

locals such as Baxter, Collett, Constable and Hutchings.410 Similarly the poster art of 

Philippa Henderson of this period used a range of Modernist styles, references and 

techniques to suit her theme or subject with confidence and facility. It appears that her 

experimentations with different media and her ability to use style to suit her purpose 

was keenly observed by the art scene as her work drew comment from Robert Juniper  

and was documented in Westerly.411

 

The emerging model for the bright and ambitious was to develop a local art practice that 

was aware of international developments yet not uncritically susceptible to them: ‘The 

level of self-confidence was such that Gibbons, writing in Westerly, could publish an 

intelligently argued attack on the premises of Modernism, calling on local artists to re-

assess their practice’.412

 

In 1962 Gibbons had published in Westerly (Vol. 1, Nos. 2-3) a list of notes and queries 

on Modern art under the title ‘Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art’. The dogmas 

criticised were epitomised by abstract expressionism and elitism, the defence was for art 

that held formal values and a delight in the real world. Gibbons’s essay also argues that 

paintings are forms of ideology that represent systems of ideas, values and beliefs and 

suggest that they develop a critical sensibility which questions rather than accepts trends 

in art. 

 
in his introduction to Cinderella on the Beach prev. cit. pp.13-14; see also David 

Bromfield’s “Urban Art in Perth—A Glance from the Margins” in Local Talent  prev. 

cit. pp.7-9, and his “Among the Souvenirs” in Among the Souvenirs: West Australian 

Art in the Eighties, prev. cit. pp.13-26. 
409 Collett, Constable, Gibbons, Hutchings and Russell all cited The Critic and Minc as 

keeping them informed. Baxter, Constable, Gibbons and Russell also commented on 

how the context of the modern world view as postulated by Marshall McLuhan’s notion 

of the electronic age and the advent of a global village made them feel included. 

Interview(s) with author previous citations. 
410 Ibid. See also Hutchings’s intro. to Time+Machine, prev. cit. 
411 Juniper, Robert. “The Poster Art of Philippa Henderson”, Westerly, October 1964. 
412 Ted Snell, Cinderella on the Beach, prev. cit. p.63. 
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The tone of Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art’ illustrates Gibbons’s interest in the 

English vorticists. With the temperament of a young academic and humanist 

questioning both his contemporaries’ indifference to the great themes of poetry and 

history and the provincialism of Perth, within the essay he ‘blasts’ the abstractionists. It 

also shows that, after the break up of The Perth Group, he was re-assessing his style of 

painting and theoretical position: 

 

     I react against its [the ‘Modernist’ position’s] assumptions because it’s the 

orthodoxy of my adolescence. … Painterly talent, I suspect, is one of the 

commonest talents. … Not all who have talent are ‘heroic’ figures, able or even 

willing to start Rebuilding the Whole of Art from Scratch (another 20th-century 

obsession). … Have we, in general, exchanged the complex for the simple, the 

subtle for the obvious? Has the reaction against all the ingredients of earlier 

painting left us with nothing at all worth talking about?413

 

In 1997 I asked him what he had to say about his Westerly blast and whether, as 

suggested by those who read his essay at the time (cited above), if it was aimed at 

adding to the local or national aesthetic climate and debate. His answer demonstrates 

that his views on the constraints of abstraction were more personal than ideological: 

 

         I wasn’t very aware of developments in Australia. I had connections here and 

there with what was going on, but in the main my connection [was] with what was 

going on in England and the United States. My umbilical cord stretches back to 

the U.K. I was re-considering my position. I had been doing work which had 

become more and more abstract and, for whatever reasons at the time, this was a 

sort of impasse in myself. I was just being bloody-minded, up to a point. As it says 

in one of the vorticist manifestos: ‘We fight first on one side, then on the other’. 

 

Gibbons during the 1960s was not only a critic and an artist, he also helped set an 

aesthetic climate by being on the U.W.A. Pictures Committee. He joined the committee 

because of the type of art it was making available to the local audience: 

 
413 Gibbons, Tom. “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, prev. cit. 
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When I started out to do my M.A., very shortly after I got to W.A., I immediately 

noticed the Nolan’s on the staircase on the then Library wall which interested me 

very much. As my supervisor for the M.A. on Wyndham Lewis was Allan 

Edwards, I learnt a bit about the Tom Collins Foundation—which was a certain 

amount of money, the interest to be used for the purchase of art works for the 

University. There was a Pictures Committee: I don’t know how many members 

there were then. What happened was that Allan managed to persuade the rest of 

the committee to spend the capital. The interest, because of devaluation and 

inflation, had become very little. I think he nearly blew the lot on those Nolan 

paintings.  It was some time after, I’d been at U.W.A. for seven or eight years, 

when I was asked to sit on the Pictures Committee. Alan Baker became our first 

curator. The amount of money we had for purchases was pitiful. We had various 

paintings and prints which we tried to spread around the University. The 

University used to charge us to transport these every year, say from the Psych. 

Department to the Botany Department, so that everybody could have something in 

their room or corridors. The amount which they charged us for transporting their 

own collection was just about the amount we were given in the first place! It was 

only when the Whitlam Government came along that there began to be a 

considerable amount of money for buying art works for institutions like 

universities. 

 

Gibbons’s approach to art was very broad and involved rather than casual.414 However 

the plurality of his practice and the pluralism of his sensibility was not, as already 

indicated in the debates about abstraction in The Critic, recognized. Hutchings 

commented on the irony of this in his coda to the introduction of my retrospective 

catalogue on Gibbons: 

 

The very issue of Westerly which contains the Gibbons piece ‘Several Deadly 

Dogmas of Modern Art’ has on its cover William Scott’s Mars Red (5’3” x 

5’81/2”) which had, in 1962, just been added to the Art Gallery of Western 
 

414 In the 1960s he wrote book, film, play and art reviews for The Critic, helped edit 

Westerly, designed covers for it, was on art committees, gave ABC talks, lectured and 

tutored. 
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Australia collection. This handsome abstract painting of rectangles on a rectangle, 

abstracted perhaps from the painter’s previous, stylized, arrays of kitchen utensils, 

sits elegantly on the bottom of the westerly Cover. The anti-dogmatist, anti-

abstractionist, Tom Gibbons put it there.415

 

Yet it is within, and it can be argued because of his pluralist role, that Gibbons forges 

his Modernist sensibility and clarifies his position. Indeed the various sources and 

tensions of his oeuvre are already present in his earliest reviews. In Vol. 1, No. 4 of The 

Critic (1961) Gibbons reviews art-films and indicates his interest in the metaphysical 

position of mankind through a few brief lines on Dante and Blake (p.26). Likewise his 

interests, and the continuing influence of the still-life format, collage and notions of 

artistic ‘skills’ on his art practice, are also evident as early as 1962 in a review of three 

books also published in The Critic. 

 

In this review of The Studio Book of Still-Life Painting by Stuart Walter, F.R.S.A, How 

to Make Collages by John Lynch, and How to Make Abstract Paintings by Hugh 

Laidman, Gibbons opens with reference to Erwin Panofsky’s and E.H. Gombrich’s 

analyses of certain conventions for constructing paintings. Gibbons’s use of 

iconographic formulae and his interest in technology for composition and formatting 

purposes can be linked to an understanding here of a larger art world ‘interest in an 

ever-increasing flood of such aids’.416

 

Also mentioned in Gibbons’s review are the characteristic elements of nostalgia in 

response to many collages; the iconographic potential in still-lifes where the objects are 

chosen for their associations rather than randomly; the connection between still-lifes 

and everyday experience; the connection between making collages and still-lifes where 

the still-life painter is arranging given objects into patterns which seem right; as well as 

the “paradoxes of our material prosperity” where an envelope is a “ready made collage 

that can remind us of the daily patterns which we are too busy and too blunted to 

enjoy”.417

 
415 Hutchings, Patrick. Time+Machine, prev. cit. p.6. 
416 Gibbons, Tom. “Ever Lessening Spirals”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No.7, 1962, pp.56-57.  
417 Ibid.  
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The entire philosophical and theoretical ground of his oeuvre is presented here, to be 

played out in later series from his 1975-78 Film Star icons to his 1981-89 Still-life and 

Vanitas series, from his 1982 Random Landscape to his 1995 Still-life Fun and Games 

collages. Constantly present in this review (and others such as Several Deadly Dogmas) 

is the idea and the dilemma that anyone can become an artist, but that we should praise 

skill as much as what art can ‘say’ about human experience. Gibbons is “torn between 

wanting as much variety as possible, and subscribing to the opinion that the best 

paintings have always come from societies which had fairly rigid artistic rules and 

conventions”.418Central to his concerns is that in a historical period when anyone can 

collage or use mechanical reproduction processes to make art then what should the 

content of his art be and, within the plurality of possibilities for both process and 

content, are there in fact rules and conventions to be recognized? Mirroring these issues 

of Modernism Gibbons’s use of collage and denouncement of the “creative individual 

artist” continues his link with Christian theology. As Denis de Rougemont argues, art is 

“composition” rather than “creation” as “the work of art is more a new arrangement of 

materials already at hand.”419 The title of this dissertation indicates that Gibbons found 

metaphysical content as his answer and wit as his style regardless of the medium. All of 

these elements, connections, paradoxes and ‘quarrels with himself’ remain aesthetic pre-

occupations throughout Gibbons’s oeuvre. In the 1960s central to these paradoxes was 

how to use aspects of abstraction without being expressionist. 

 

10. The Abstraction Debate  

The debate over whether the function of art is primarily technical or content (image) 

based became a central concern in the early 1960s Perth art world. Gibbons was one of 

the first local artists to make neither his sole concern, realizing in 1961 that it was the 

conceptual paradoxes of art that Modernism was about and, from that period onwards, 

played within his oeuvre with the nexus of how formalist concerns with technical codes 

leads to the manufacturing of paintings, yet realizing that an image, and thus content 

                                                 
418 Ibid. 
419 Theologically art is an interaction and co-operation with the divine, quoted Hazelton, 

R. A. Theological Approach to Art, Abingdon Press Nashville and New York, 1967, 

p.55. 
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and associative meaning, would always be projected. For Gibbons the only exception to 

this projection was abstract expressionism (and a reason for his criticism of Philpot); 

saying that the human eye when reading non-geometrical abstracts cannot do anything 

but read them as landscapes, “especially where the paint has qualities of recession, 

where recession is not formally and formidably debarred, as in the paintings of Pollock 

and Tobey.”420

 

By the time of Gibbons’s arrival in Perth in 1955, the formal qualities of paint as a 

medium were being explored, but how it was used was still tied to observable form. At 

the time artists such as Vase Zanalis, Elizabeth Durack and Sam Fullbrook were 

interested in Aboriginal culture and symbols, others such as Elise Blumann and Guy 

Grey-Smith in landscape forms, and others such as Robert Juniper and Portia Bennett 

with buildings and street scenes, with Ernest Philpot and John Lunghi the most abstract 

in how they allowed the paint to dictate what associations arose for 

content.421Advocating use of geometric form rather than “felt” expressiveness Gibbons 

did not respond well to Philpot’s early 1960s surreal expressionist approach and 

criticized it in the pages of The Critic. 

 

The interaction between taste, scholarship and continuity of style was reignited in 1956-

57 by a pamphlet in the study of art history by Sir Kenneth Clark.422 His comment on 

Wolfflin’s conviction that works of art develop according to their own internal laws 

hastened discussion of form and expressionism, at least amongst the University staff. 

This pamphlet is a seminal outline of art history debate for Gibbons. His interest in 

analysis of art history to find classical values, rather than to accept meaning as laying in 

the viewer’s unconscious reactions to form (Freud and Riegl), as well as his reactions 

against romanticism and formalism to arrive at his interest in allegory and symbol, were 

canvassed by Clark. Similarly another pamphlet by Clark, cautioning that “Metropolitan 

 
420 Gibbons, Tom. “Lawrence Daws”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 9, July 1961, p.1. 
421 Collett, prev. cit. 
422 Gibbons, prev. cit. See Clark, Kenneth (Sir), The Study of Art History, reprinted 

from University Quarterly, University of London, May 1956. 
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art is far more powerful and pervasive than the layman would suppose”, added to the 

debates on provincialism in 1962.423

 

From the mid 1950s until the early 1960s Philpot experimented with flowed and dripped 

matter paintings, though he also experimented with a variety of styles and varied brush 

applications. An exhibition of his abstract expressionism experiments was reviewed by 

Tom Gibbons for The Critic. However rather than “matter”, or what became known 

locally in the late 1980s as “process” painting,424  Gibbons considered that Philpot’s 

main interest in abstraction was because  “it offers the only means of saying certain 

 
423 Ibid. see Clark, Kenneth (Sir), Presidential Address 1962 Provincialism, The English 

Association, London, November, 1962, p.4. 
424 An approach of group of artists I call “The Fremantle Group”. See my Masters of 

Fine Art, prev. cit.  The central artist in The Fremantle Group is Karl Wiebke. His 

position, as given in a Fremantle Artists Foundation (F.A.F.) talk in 1991, has been that 

an art work should not be based upon referential subject matter and should reveal the 

steps taken in making it. It should, in short, exist as a physical object in its own right. 

This, in critical writing, has seen his art linked to Minimalist and Conceptual art 

strategies. Wiebke's F.A.F. talk and his attention to the art work as an object led to a 

number of local artists exploring the properties of paint and surface. Indeed the 

emphasis on truth to material as expounded by Wiebke, in an echo of artists such as 

Carl Andre, became the Fremantle Art Group's credo (Carl Andre: "You can't impose 

properties upon materials, you have to reveal the properties of the materials"). Generally 

the group has concentrated on "process" art, using the medium of construction as well 

as painting to give attention to the procedure of recognition. Their best work is 

characterised by spatial ambiguity, intriguing surfaces and ingenious effect. Wiebke's 

(and Alex Spremberg's) conceptual and process-orientated training under Franz Erhard 

Walther who believed that art is centred on the basic consideration that "the work can 

only come into being through the necessary action with the objects", their dedication 

and seriousness, seemed to challenge the landscape and figurative conventions that 

dominated local decorative painting and appeared to offer an intellectual tone to art 

making but they weren’t, as this thesis establishes the first “process” or non-objective 

artists in Western Australia (or the first to work within a critical sensibility. 
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things very important to our times” in relation to “spiritual matters”.425 By 1962 Philpot 

believed that abstract art is the only valid form of art because it evokes the “icon-esque” 

quality, while the “picture-esque” had disappeared. He believed that any overt efforts to 

reinstate the “puerility of pictures” in a “return to natural appearances” will fail, because 

“it will be defying the natural order of man’s intellectual emancipation.”426   

 

Philpot’s work, both his use of abstraction as a style and the “expressive” and 

“suggestive” impulses and textures within his abstraction, were dismissed as derivative 

or meaningless, for in a period “15 years after asserting itself in the United States” when 

“non-objective” paintings “originality has gone and its formulae are common property” 

West Australian based critics and artists were realizing that such painting “does not 

have to be the new universal language of visual expression.”427  

 

Philpot had exhibited in London and used review statements from The Studio and The 

Art Review to support his case for both abstraction and spiritual meaning in the 

catalogue for the exhibition of his work in 1962 at Skinner Gallery (not listed in his 

retrospective catalogue). However he was lampooned in The Critic, this time by 

Frederick Smith. In his review Smith first references provincialism but states that he 

would not defer to cultural cringe - “Mr Philpot’s London exhibition seems to have been 

well received …The studio’s critic compared Philpot’s work to that of Jackson Pollock. 

Can a provincial commentator run against such a current? He can.” – and then proceeds 

to critique Philpot’s philosophical position as given in his art review writing as well as 

his painting style: 

 

         It is apparent from Mr Philpot’s excursions into criticism that he considers it the 

purpose of art to repeat the chaos and disintegration of our age. He is not alone in 

 
425 See Gibbons, Tom.  review from The Critic, vol. 6, No. 4,  June 25, 1965, A.G.W.A. 

file for Ernest Philpot which supports the earlier quote provided here from 

Hetherington, J. “Ernest Philpot: Lottery Win Helped To Open The gate”, The Age, 

November 10, 1962, p. 18. 
426 Philpot, E. Autobiographical notes, A.G.W.A. file, prev. cit. 
427 Minc, Salek. “Looking Back On Abstract”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No. 11, March 1962, 

p.87. Gibbons essay Seven Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art which is based on the same 

historical argument was printed in Westerly, also in 1962. 
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holding this view, and he may very well be right. Unhappily, the mirror that he 

holds up to the world is badly tarnished, and his apocalyptic vision is vague. His 

designs are dull, the Mondrian-things in grubby reds and greens are sad and flat, 

and the problems in triangulation superimposed on blobs of paint are very easily 

solved – by passing by. Mr Philpot is not an intellectual painter, nor is has he an 

inspired line… Mr Philpot has contented himself with initiating certain fluid 

processes in paint, and has controlled the results by tinkering and not by 

designing. The clouds and waves of colour escape the timidity of his usual 

compositions, and there is sound colour sense displayed in the selection of tones 

and contrasts. …The abstraction that happens rather than the abstraction from 

reality – this is clearly Mr Philpot’s field. When he gets hold of a controlling idea, 

it seems always to be one that will not do. When he lets the paint suggest its own 

forms he gives us, if not Chaos her portrait, at least Fortune her Conceits and 

Emblems.428  

 

Although various viewpoints on Philpot’s abstracts were presented in The Critic, with 

I.M. Mason describing the work in its own terms429 (commenting on the “power of the 

colours” and the “pattern of textures and scraped lines” with several works “particularly 

interesting not only because of its inherent power but also because the texture was more 

visual than tactile”), the idea indicated in Smith’s review of there being “intellectual” 

painters – with a nexus between expressionist accidents and controlled design, as well 

as there being angst ridden artists who could be compared to more emotionally 

distanced artists – are the factors that formed the dominant debates about practice 

during the 1960s. These debates were about style matched to meaning, with meaning 

not assigned to the artists’ intent but to the viewer’s understanding. How an artist used 

their sensibility to make “forms” and “statements” about experience were central to the 

debates over Modernism. Expressionism, in its rawest application, was not considered 

“aesthetically distanced” enough by the writers of The Critic and Westerly; particularly 

Gibbons. 

In attempting to stylistically define a Modernist sensibility writers for The Critic 

advocated aesthetic (and thus critical) distance towards the subject and a “coolness” 

 
428 Smith, Frederick. Prev. cit. 
429 Mason, I.M. “The Autumn Exhibition of The Perth Society of Artists”, The Critic, 

Vol. 5, No. 7, July 1964. 
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with materials and surfaces. The primary factor in local depiction and use of forms was 

a painterly use of movement or texture. The writers for The Critic knew that overseas 

trends were towards a hard-edge or commercial “unromantic style” and they wanted 

local practitioners to consider that a painting could “be serious” without the 

expressionist look. Apart from Gibbons’s Ikons and related works, the Australian 

variations of Pop that they were aware of, such as the Annandale Imitation Realists, 

were still indebted to the Australian expressionist tendency.430

The epistemological validity of particular art practices, the methods and scope of certain 

styles and how they could be read or hold knowledge about local and international 

concerns (philosophical and psychological meaning), was central to the debates taking 

place around Philpot’s art in The Critic and central to the practical-critical development 

of Gibbons oeuvre.  However Gibbons does not consider the debates about local 

abstraction during the 1960s in The Critic to be against expressionism per se: 

 

            I felt, and I think I can say on behalf of others who wrote for The Critic, that we 

felt almost obliged to speak favourably about anything new or indeed any artist 

who was trying to be new.  That was the problem with Philpot’s work, there was 

nothing new about anything he was doing. … Philpot moved from semi-abstract 

realism to formless abstract. I preferred his semi-abstract work.  My reaction to 

his abstract-expressionist works in formalist terms was that it was unpleasant 

texture, matiere when I was more interested in what became known as hard-

edge. It was his lack of control and indecision – what Ezra Pound called ‘slither’ 

– that bothered me. It wasn’t abstraction, it was that kind of abstraction: I had no 

admiration for Pollock either and by the 1960s I was impatient with that kind of 

abstraction. These opinions were my own and, if expressed by others in The 

Critic, there was no collusion.431  

 

 
430 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. These Eastern State artists were known 

through Art and Australia i.e. Lynn, Elwyn. “Pop Goes The Easel”, Vol. 1, No. 3, 1963, 

pp.162-172. Gibbons considered there to be no true Australian pop art until the late 

1960s and early 1970s. Ken Reinhard he regards as amongst the first. 
431 Gibbons, interview with author July 16th 2003. 
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In his reviewing for The Critic Gibbons wrote: “There is no reason why we should not 

enjoy abstracts and collages. But I think we should be foolish not to reserve our highest 

praise for the skills of a Rembrandt, and foolish not to feel more interest in what a 

Rembrandt has to “say” about human experience.”432

 

Similarly Gibbons’s 2003 comments about not being hostile to expressionism per-se, 

but wanting a style that held both a relationship to experience and showed a “strong 

sense of composition or feeling for the organization of space”, a feeling for the plastic 

qualities of the medium as well as for the use of colours matching the style, is consistent 

with review comments he wrote about expressionism in Artlook a decade after the 

Philpot reviews in The Critic.433 In 1961, although describing Philpot’s work as 

“fashionable” Gibbons had also congratulated Philpot in a review of work by the Perth 

Society of Artists for his “understanding”, “striving” and “working through” of 

techniques by “20th Century masters”. However he had also cautioned that although 

Philpot can imitate Pollock and Klee and “handles his paint in a variety of interesting 

ways, knows what he is out to get, and (most importantly) knows when to stop” he 

looked “forward to the time when Mr Philpot will strike out on his own, and (a minor 

grievance) to the day when he will cease to attach to his elegant decorations such 

ponderously 19th-century-German-metaphysical titles.”434

 

While Gibbons supported the “working through” of techniques and experimentation 

with historical styles (evident in his own oeuvre) he also required that “fluent handling 

of paint; consistency of style (even when borrowed); some degree of inventiveness; 

some feeling that the painter thought his work worth the effort of painting … (and) the 

feeling that nothing can be moved, added or subtracted” also be evident. I find it 

surprising - given Gibbons’s interest in Wyndham Lewis - that he wasn’t at least more 

willing to support Philpot. For although Gibbons criticizes in his Masters thesis Lewis’s 

confusion of the genres of painting and writing, arguing that the medium depends on 

“what kind of images you wish to display” and that “If you wish to convey 

predominantly visual images, then words are not the correct medium”, he was 

                                                 
432 Gibbons, Tom. “Ever Lessening Spirals”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No. 7, 1962. 
433 Gibbons, Tom. “Two Perth Painters”, Artlook Vol. 1, No. 8, August 1975, p.13. 
434 Gibbons, Tom. “Perth Society of Artists”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No. 1 October 1961, 

p.2. 
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nevertheless sympathetic to Lewis’s advocacy of Hulme’s dualism and notion of 

Original Sin. 435 It could thus be assumed that Gibbons would also be sympathetic to the 

possibility of using abstraction to illustrate a return to a ‘tragic’ view on life that is also 

evident in Philpot’s angst and doom about the decay of Western Society.436 While 

Gibbons’s philosophical beliefs are opposite to the pessimism of Hulme and Lewis, 

celebrating rather than fearing and seeing as illusion the “freedom held by Modern 

mass-man”, there is a nevertheless shared idea about a religious attitude of mind that 

finds form in art.  

 

However this is obviously not enough of a foundation for Gibbons to consider Philpot’s 

spiritual “abstract” intentions. Indeed from his academic studies of the main elements of 

“the late-nineteenth-century revival of transcendentalism” Gibbons had begun to 

consider any attempt at “cosmic” or “universal” meaning that moved beyond “the 

essential ingredient of earthly phenomena” as imaginative folly.437 Thus for all his 

immersion in Lewis and Hulme, Gibbons’s arguments in Westerly and The Critic are 

based more on Gombrich’s argument in Art and Illusion that a contemporary belief in 

the “fashionable” doctrines of abstraction leaves artists and critics in real danger of 

losing contact with tradition and the past. Although Gibbons’s eventual use of tradition 

maintains that the nineteenth-century idea of “evolutionism” misses the relationship 

between divine essence and the everyday that is the consequence of the doctrine of 

immanence, he nevertheless “evolves” towards a Wittgenstein viewpoint that art is a 

concrete representation of the non-representational.438

 
435 Gibbons, Tom. Wyndham Lewis and ‘The Childermass’ Thesis Presented for the 

Master of Arts Degree in the University of Western Australia, 1957, p.195, original 

underlining. He added:” if you wish to describe actions, thoughts, and emotions 

definitely, words form the only suitable body of images”. 
436 Ibid. pp.2-44. 
437 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. 
438 His book Rooms In The Darwin Hotel is on this “evolutionism”. See the section on 

“Gibbon’s Humanism” in this dissertation for discussion of this statement; which again 

indicates a Buddhist viewpoint of phenomena. Through his literature studies and 

teaching he began to see language as a vehicle for exploring the webs of connections 

between mind and “reality”. For Gibbons symbolism implied that we are integrally 

connected to what we perceive, rather than separated as the visual linguistic convention 



 - 185 -

                                                                                                                                              

 

These questions of philosophy and aesthetics had pre-occupied Gibbons from the 1956-

57 writing of his Masters and would be further investigated through the writing of his 

Doctorate in the mid 1960s. During this period the “deep structures” of the  human 

psyche, as explored from the different standpoints of psychology, poetry and the study 

of history, were starting to be drawn together to “discover”  upon “a scientific basis” the 

“age-old insights of religion”.439 Gibbons’s research thus contributed to “an immense 

 
of subject-verb-object suggests. In the late 1960s his reading of Wittgenstein furthered 

his use of the visual for both confirmation and questioning of this integrated way of 

seeing (this tension most evident in his 1995 Fun and Games series). How or whether 

reality resonates with a mind-body-spirit whole became the central tenant of his practice 

and one that he retrospectively saw as existing throughout his oeuvre. Although 

interested in chance (i.e. his 1982 Random Landscape series) he was more interested 

how even random collage selections suggested the presence of Western culture’s 

Christian heritage and the concept of immanence (i.e. his 1995 Fun and Games 

series).438 His viewpoint is, as indicated by the 1970s U.W.A. courses he developed, a 

structuralist one that sees a specific connotation that applies uniformly across a range of 

signs combined with a theological viewpoint that views our culture as inseparable from 

the Christian context in which it and the resulting reality is embedded. Gibbons follows 

a similar path to Wittgenstein in reaching his conclusions, beginning his career 

believing that language would lead him to the “truth” and ending his conceptual career 

(although consolidating  his spiritual journey) believing that meaning relies on how 

people use language as a community. Yet although Gibbons agrees with Wittgenstein 

that language can be used to validate multiple realities (see discussion in this thesis of 

Gibbons’s Fun and Games series), he nevertheless sees the experiences of these 

multiplicities organized through the “truth” of immanence; reality enmeshed and inter-

penetrated by the divine. Of course if you don’t accept that the divine exists, or oneness 

of mind-body-spirit, then this idea is absurd, however for Gibbons the search for the 

divine ground is the central idea and course of all human endeavours.  
439 Quoted from the cover of Martin, P.W. Experiment in Depth A Study of Jung, Eliot 

and Tonybee, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London 1955. This text is an indication of the 

constructive approach to myth and psyche and the publishing date firmly establishes the 

relevance of Gibbons interests to the period. Martin’s text was re-published in 1976, 



 - 186 -

                                                                                                                                              

new field” that has perhaps come to fruition in the recent work of writers such Wilber 

and Welwood.   

 

Gibbons did not, at this stage, believe that representation of this essence should 

necessarily be restricted to representation of the “the realities of life and the visible 

wonders of the world.”440 However he was, because of his academic struggle with the 

threads of transcendentalism in Modernist thought, calling for a more considered 

approach to stylization and a more reasoned connection between surface and ideas than 

the work of expressionist’s indicated. Thus the eventual characteristics of Gibbons’s 

sensibility are already playing out in his responses to Philpot’s art.  As the most visibly 

expressionist and ‘internationalist’ in style, Philpot’s work was the perfect foil for 

Gibbons to argue the view that the symbolic meaning of the everyday could also be 

considered an essential ingredient to art; particularly one that wished to communicate to 

a broad audience. The main debates about abstraction that became centred around 

Philpot are therefore based around what the plastic qualities of paint can mean – 

whether symbols are required, whether form is significant in itself.441

 

As already indicated, the other writers for The Critic shared Gibbons’s impatience with 

expressionism and they also considered Philpot’s abstracts as derivative and 

“fashionable”. Patrick Hutchings writes that Philpot’s three canvasses in the same show 

are “pure Academic Abstract … with Academic Abstract one gets nothing at all beyond 

the technical devices. These three canvasses, two post-Pollock’s and one very pre-

Pollock, present us simply with bits of idiom which wait for the observer to project 

something into them if he can. I could not.” 442 While the artists reviewed from this 

period indicate a desire to work within a Modern vernacular the review’s discussions of 

their style often hinges on questions of imitation. The difficulty for an artist to forge a 

personal style was later taken up by Gibbons within The Critic. 

 
1978 and 1987. The mid 1970s period of particular importance to when Gibbons was 

consolidating his understanding of “spiritual” structures.  
440 See Gibbons, Rooms In The Darwin Hotel, prev. cit. where he quotes these words 

from Hueffer (1874), p.23. 
441 Hodin, J.P. “The Spirit of the Modern”, British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol. 1, 1960-

61, p.174. and p.179. 
442 Hutchings, Patrick. “Autumn Exhibition” The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 7, May 1961, p.45. 
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Similarly, preceding Gibbons’s comments on contemporary antipodean angst in his 

review “Paradise Lost”443 (where he laments the loss of the joyful subject matter as 

exemplified by the Australian Impressionists), Hutchings again enters into the debate 

about abstraction via comments about technique and intention when he observes that: 

 

The time is ripe for someone to add to the Heysenesque acceptance of gum trees 

and dust something of the eighteenth century toughness about landscape… 

realistic landscape could make a decent comeback against the new orthodoxy of 

the abstract. Expressionism without technique is not enough, but no more is first 

rate technique without a strong controlling intention.444  

 

These concerns about abstraction where taken up by Salek Minc the following year 

when he provided for the debate an overview of the history of abstraction. Minc 

rhetorically asks his readers, and hence local artists, “how much potential is left in non-

objective painting, once its originality has gone and its formulae are common 

property.”445 Published during the same period as Gibbons’s Westerly essay questioning 

the validity of an international abstraction to local experience, it can be said that 1962 

was a year when questions central to the debate about regionalism where being asked 

locally by a number of critics in Gibbons’s circle at U.W.A.   

 

The debates played out in The Critic also reflect the “international” aesthetic debates of 

the period, indicating how “up-to-date” these writers were. For example from the first 

issue of the British Journal of Aesthetics in 1960, up until the mid 1960s and later, there 

are several essays pre-occupied with abstraction and the re-emergence of new and 

contrary sensibilities. In various editions of this journal ‘Significant Form’, authenticity 

and aesthetic value, along with movement, expression and feelings in art are explored. 

There are also discussions on Hegel’s linear philosophy of history, Gombrich’s 

comments on “the dangers of losing contact with the great masters of the past if we 

accept fashionable doctrine that such matters never had anything to do with art”, 

 
443 Gibbons, Tom.  “Paradise Lost”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 3, October 1962. 
444 Hutchings, P. “Boan Landscape Prize”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 7, May 30th 1961, 

p.47. 
445 Minc, Salek. “Look Back on Abstract”, prev. cit. 



 - 188 -

                                                

Hulme’s alignment of abstract art with Original Sin and the religious attitude of mind, 

as well as Worringer’s arguments that geometric abstraction does not engage the 

empathetic process and that the spectator can contemplate the work as an aesthetic form, 

as a thing in itself.446 As has been shown the complexities and contradictions of these 

ideas were engaged with and re-presented in the reviews and essays of The Critic. 

Indeed the journal was subscribed to by the U.W.A. library, and based upon the 1965 

publication in its pages of an essay by Gibbons on the metaphor of the dancer, it can be 

assumed that this was a major source for Gibbons and his contemporaries.447  

This circle of intellectuals around The Critic also echo Bernard Smith’s comments on 

the division in attitudes and practices in the late 1950s Melbourne and Sydney art scenes 

which culminated in the bitter figurative versus non-figurative debates and the formal 

declaration in the Antipodean Manifesto (1959) of the primary importance of the image, 

the recognizable shape and the meaningful symbol as the basic means of 

communicating and expressing experiences and ideas.448

 

Like Smith in the east, Gibbons had broader concerns than the rivalry of figuration and 

abstraction. Smith’s response to the opponents of the Antipodean Manifesto, applies 

equally to the opposition that Gibbons’s essay and reviews brought. Smith states that 

the Antipodean intervention opposed “not so much abstract art in itself but the 

overwhelming arrogance of its champions, who maintain: 1) that it is the only form of 

 
446 For details see prev. cit and essays such as Bossart, William. “Authenticity and 

Aesthetic Value in the Visual Arts”; Schaper, Eva. “Significant Form”; Ushenko, A.P. 

“Pictorial; Movement”; Beloff, John. “Some Comments on the Gombrich Problem”; 

Newton, Eric. “Art as Communication”; Lucas, R.S. “Autonomous Art and Art 

History”; Saw, Ruth. “Sense and Nonsense in Aesthetics”; in  British Journal of 

Aesthetics, Volume One (1960-61), as well as Tatarkiewicz, Wladyslaw. “Abstract Art 

and Philosophy”; “What does Croce Mean by ‘Expression’”; Vallis, Val. “Artist and 

Environment: An Australian Study” in British Journal of Aesthetics, Volume Two 

(1962) and Osborne, Harold. “The Quality of Feeling in Art”, British Journal of 

Aesthetics, Volume Three (1963). 
447 Gibbons, Tom. “The Reverend Stewart Headlam and the Emblematic Dancer”, 

British Journal of Aesthetics, October 1965, pp.329-340. 
448 Smith, Bernard. The Critic as Advocate, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1989, 

pp.135-147. 
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contemporary art; 2) that it is a new pictorial language and; 3) that there is no longer 

any need to draw upon the art of the past. It is avant-gardism run mad with all the 

intolerance that is associated with it.”449 Gibbons was saying precisely the same thing 

about certain approaches to Modernism within the Perth art scene. Similarly Gibbons’s 

responses to those opposed to his critical discussion reflect Smith’s own frustrations and 

perspective that “We live in a rather angry art world in which people tend not to look at 

the structure of an argument but for the motive behind it.”450

 

As already shown, Gibbons’s position on the criticism of the period was that his and his 

fellow critic’s tastes “were pluralist” - an approach also evident in Smith, who argues 

for a pluralistic theory that engenders critical tolerance, yet is based upon standards of 

value rather than the “prejudices of their time”.451 Smith similarly contends that for him 

and the Antipodeans: 

 

             There never was any intention of suggesting that abstract art had no part to play 

in the future. That would have been absurd. Rather, the “Antipodean 

intervention” (similar to Gibbons intervention) sought to maintain the pluralist 

position that had obtained during the 1940s and not allow the severe constraints 

placed upon original figurative art in the United States by the late Modernist 

establishment to dominate the art scene here.452

 

However, although Gibbons’s pluralist position can be said to echo Smith’s 

understanding of the Antipodean intervention Gibbons was not an advocate for the style 

of figuration used by those artists who signed the Antipodean Manifesto; though Smith 

is a great admirer of Gibbons.453 Furthermore as Integral psychologist Welwood argues, 

letting go of angst requires a sense of humour with sentiment or attachment waiting on 

 
449 Ibid. p.138. 
450 Ibid, page number in my notes unrecorded. 
451 Ibid. p.78. Note that in this thesis I have preferred to use the term ‘multiplicity’ 

(rather than ‘plurality’) to indicate depth and a breadth that is not necessarily 

encompassing in its broadness. 
452 Ibid. p.6. 
453 Smith, Bernard. Discussion with author at the historian’s house, Melbourne, 

November 1998. 
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the opposite side.454 Gibbons’s arguments therefore present pluralism as a principle for 

“spiritual realization... (when through humour) we step out of being stuck in a structure” 

and become re-orientated “with the world of form”455. 

 

Whatever allies Gibbons found locally, on the east coast of Australia or internationally, 

his criticism is, in the end, highly original and idiosyncratic. The re-assessment he 

advocates is one that views Christian beliefs as tenable for appreciation of the Modern 

world. This view is the antithesis of those “thinkers” at the start of the Modern era who 

disregarded “orthodox Christian beliefs” and held a “disdain for industrialization and 

commercialism.” 456 By 1977 Gibbons’s art practice was involved in such re-assessment 

of how to represent a religious sensibility in the context of a celebration of the everyday. 

 

11. Gibbons’s Pop and Op 

During 1964 and 1965, Gibbons studied for his doctorate in English Literature at 

Cambridge. His thesis Literary Criticism and the Intellectual Milieu: some aspects of 

the period 1880-1914, with particular reference to the literary and social criticism of 

Havelock Ellis and Alfred Orage, forms the basis of his book Rooms in a Darwin Hotel 

published by U.W.A. press in 1973. Although sympathetic to the revolutionary 

optimism and intellectual aims of the period, Gibbons suggests that the arts have 

paradoxically been reduced in scope by the influence of their ideas and the age as a 

whole. His tracing of many of their beliefs back to occultism and mysticism has also 

influenced his subsequent research and his own use of evolutionary criterion where, 

rather than looking for a Darwinian “survival of the fittest”, he has decided that 

evolutionism includes values and ideas arising from mind and consciousness and that 

these, from an infinitely richer environment than the purely material and biological, 

include aesthetic, moral and spiritual values based upon cultural traditions (similar to 

                                                 
454 Welwood, John,  prev. cit. p.19 
455 Ibid: “For if we are only orientated toward spirit, we could become impatient…” 
456 Gibbons, Tom. Rooms In The Darwin Hotel, prev. cit. p.61. Promoted in the 

nineteenth century through the new Hellenism of Havelock Ellis and others who revived 

“various forms of mysticism at a time when orthodox Christian beliefs were regarded by 

many as no longer tenable” p.42. 
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Dawkins’ notion of the meme). 457 While studying in London he also saw the work of 

then current Op and Pop artists, including Michael Kidner whom he cites as an 

influence in helping him consider colour as a means for questioning how we perceive 

everyday objects and experiences.458

 

While at Cambridge Gibbons became interested in Op and Pop art, as “there was in 

England much public interest in Op-Art, doubtless influenced by Ernst Gombrich’s Art 

& Illusion” as well as “interest in the collage Pop nouveau realism of Blake, Hamilton 

 
457 The concept of the meme derives from Richard Dawkins’ 1976 book The Selfish 

Gene, in which he explained the power of universal Darwinism. This is the idea that 

whenever you have information that is copied with variation and selection you must get 

evolution.  In recent years the meme has become central to argument about human 

consciousness and the subjectivity of the experiencing self. 
458 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. For comment on this period also see Lewis, 

Christine. “Tom Gibbons: manipulator of images”, Art Monthly, No. 113, September 

1998, as McNamara, Phillip. Time+Machine, prev. cit. pp.20-21: Around 1965 I was 

following the Pop line, but I was also very interested in the Op line. I saw in Cambridge 

and in London quite a lot of work by a man called Michael Kidner. I think he was 

teaching at Corsham Court College in Bath, which was very highly regarded and 

continues to be so. Kidner owes something to Vasarely, but is much more of a colourist. 

I was taken by the way Kidner produced a very engaging effect of optical shimmer; 

engaging because gentle, whereas Vasarely is heavy-handed. What Kidner was doing 

was an abstract strain of English lyricism. He seems to me to have contrived a very 

simple means to have paintings which were perpetually in motion and indeed quite 

hypnotic. He must have been the darling of the Arts Council at the time: wherever I 

went I kept bumping into his work. I spent a lot of time trying to work out how Kidner 

had achieved the effects.…I did four or five Unidentified Flying Objects, trying to 

produce a sort of optical vibration and give the impression of movement by colour 

alone. …What I found out about Kidner in the end was that, though I thought he had 

achieved his effects by using very bright and saturated colours, I was up the wrong 

track. His colours were actually very light and pastelly. They only seemed to be very 

strong because of the optical vibrations. I spent a lot of time down that particular blind 

alley!  
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and Paolozzi.”459 Gibbons’s understanding of these “cool styles” was a result of the art 

exhibitions he saw, some of which he reviewed. Along with Clive James he wrote art 

reviews for The Cambridge Review, writing in favour of collages, Pop and “the hard-

edged bright flatness” and “enjoyment” of abstraction (Heath, Ayres, Denny and 

Kidner) over “gloomy” paintings and sculptures that “look back to abstract 

expressionism, impasto, and fifties’ angst.”460 Thus he continued the point of view 

already established in his criticism in W.A.  

 

Upon his return to Western Australia in late 1965 he experimented with those styles: 

“Arriving back in W.A. in late 1965 I was particularly interested from a technico-

philosophical point of view to try to reproduce the optical effects achieved by 

Kidner.”461 He was at this stage more interested in Op and developing optical illusions 

with colour than in Pop. Throughout 1966 he worked mainly on Op paintings, which he 

then exhibited at the start of the following year in a Festival of Perth exhibition titled 

“Seven Perth Artists” (Geoffrey Allen, Tom Gibbons, George Haynes, George Laszlo, 

Bryant McDiven, Arthur Russell and Baynard Werner). 

 

 
459 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit.; he particularly admires the witty 

collage juxtapositions of Hamilton’s “consummate Pop work executed in the late 

1950s”.  
460 Gibbons, Tom “Art”, The Cambridge Review, October 30, 1965, p.84. 

It is also in Cambridge that Gibbons began to realize that “tolerance” and “eclecticism” 

were not tactical positions that an artist should take, for if they wished “to succeed” they 

should arrive at a “definite technique…that is, at a specific field of interest and 

exploration, through which he is able to “say” what it is in him to “say.”” That the first 

part of this review is about Georgio Morandi’s “still-lifes (that) radiate an authentic and 

enigmatic Metaphysical disquiet” indicates the search for an “authentic” religious 

presence that Gibbons finds in his icons of the 1970s and his vanitas still-lifes of the 

early 1980s. 
461 Gibbons, letter to author July 2003. He goes on to say that Jasper John’s target 

paintings and Mondrian’s abstractions were being rapidly transformed at the 

commercial level into wrapping paper, mini-dresses and Calder’s mobiles had “been 

converted into revolving cardboard advertisements for such things as soap-powder.” 
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Gibbons returned to Western Australia when U.S. colour-field and hard-edge painting 

arrived in Australia. There was much publicity in the Eastern states about Sydney Ball’s 

1965 return from New York with a hard-edge style (used in his Cantos and Persian 

series) and the decision by three Sydney artists (Tony McGillick, John White and 

Harald Nortis) to introduce a non-referential aesthetic to Sydney art audiences by 

establishing the Central Street Gallery; established in April 1966.462   

 

Gibbons began to disseminate knowledge of Op art to West Australian art audiences 

soon after his return, discussing such developments in abstraction with critics and 

fellow Contemporary Art Society members and making small studies that he later 

developed into paintings (see illustration No. 12). His harder edged use of geometric 

shapes, juxtapositioning of colours and use of repetition was different to the softer 

colour-field influenced work of artists such as Arthur Russell.463 Abstraction was being 

pursued by a number of local artists and those regarded as “more professional” were 

invited to exhibit so that the range of approaches could be seen by a wider audience.464 

Gibbons was amongst those (given above) to exhibit his own examples of the Op style 

at the U.W.A. Undercroft Gallery for the Festival of Perth exhibition in January 1967.  

He completed these works in 1966 and they vary from “largish” works such as 

Flowering Crosses (1966) in which he used geometric shapes “cut of at the margins to 

suggest that they continued on into the surrounding space”, to a “Roundel” series where 

the patterns of circles expanded or decreased because of their colouring and size.465 He 

continued painting such works during 1967 and although aware (through the U.W.A. 

Pictures Committee, his reviews of Skinner Galleries and reading Art and Australia) of 

the work of “Australian abstractionists such as Sydney Ball and Len French”, decided 

that he preferred to explore the effects of U.K. Op Art, and the examples of Riley and 

Kidner that he had seen.466 He began to see the symbolic references and shifting surface 

 
462 Smith, Bernard. Prev. cit. p.425. 
463 Collett, Arthur. and Russell, Arthur. previous citations. 
464 Russell, Arthur. Prev. cit. 
465 Gibbons, phone call clarification with author, 12th April, 2005. 
466 Ibid. He threw them out, along with a number of other experimental works that 

included fridge liner film works (early 1970s), on a verge collection just prior to moving 

from Subiaco to his current address. Ironically it was before I knew Gibbons but I 

passed by the abandoned works at the time and briefly considered taking them.   
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possibilities as a witty response to the hard-edge geometrical elements and flatness of 

other styles of abstraction.  

 

Again Gibbons’s understanding of such internationalism is an atypical Australian 

sensibility for the period, both in its critical response to formulaic hard-edge and his use 

of British abstractionists of the sublime. As Royston Harpur wrote in his essay for The 

Field exhibition, the Australian abstractionist’s missed the “important academy” of 

American abstractionist” such as Barnett Newman and Ad Reinhardt, who responded to 

the sublime of “American Abstract Expressionism” (such as Still and Rothko).467  

Harpur argues that the Australian artists did not understand that the emphasis on the 

connotations of “optical illusionism” in the American “hero’s of hard edge and 

minimalism” had actually developed from the “gesturalism” and “tactile connotations” 

of the American abstract expressionist’s.468 On evidence already presented Gibbons 

clearly understood the historical development of the sublime as a quality in Modern art 

and believed the optical play of Op illusionism more characteristic of the “intellectual 

and existential drama of the divine” than merely material illusionism ironically based on 

gesturalism and flatness.469   

 

Hutchings described the 1967 work exhibited by Gibbons - Op experiments and two 

poster sized Tarot cards on one “pulsating wall”- as escapees from psychology books 

intent on climbing the walls.470 They were in fact based on military aircraft insignia 

(from hobby-shop model-aircraft decals of Czech aeroplanes), a knowledge of Jasper 

Johns’s Target paintings and an interest in reproducing the optical effects of Michael 

Kidner’s “highly sophisticated reverse-figure ground illusions, undulating horizontal 

bands of colour …attractive because of their wit: prankishly pointing out in Nietzschean 

manner that not only art but perception itself is an illusion.”471 He followed his roundels 

 
467 Harpur, Royston. “An Important Academy”, in Stringer, John (curator), The Field, 

National Gallery of Victoria, 1968, pp.92-93. 
468 Ibid. 
469 Gibbons, prev. cit. The quote indicates his response to the underlying concerns of 

Riley’s and Kidner’s art.  
470 Hutchings, Patrick. “Seven Perth Artists”, The Critic, Vol. 7, No. 10, 1967, pp.80-

81. 
471 Gibbons, letter to author prev. cit.  
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and lozenge shapes of insignia with “a considerably larger (183 square) orange-&violet 

religious ‘twitcher’ (to use Patrick Hutchings’s term) entitled Flowering Crosses. This 

was dwarfed by being hung on the outside wall of the Anglican Cathedral’s Burt Hall & 

later crashed off the wall in David Foulkes-Taylor’s showroom in Broadway, 

miraculously causing no damage to the expensive Scandawegian glassware”.472   

 

Gibbons’s Op-Pop art experimentations from this period include both pure abstracts 

dealing with optical effects and optical work that also imaged the urban world – the 

latter in particular linking his ideas to some of the artists who were included in The 

Field (1968).473 In his Pop works, from the same 1966-1972 period, the flat areas of 

colour, stylization of shapes and use of pattern echo his 1961-63 rendering of icons, the 

important difference and development being the introduction of the contemporary “real” 

world. If one considers Gibbons’s inclusion of Op and Pop art styles, along with his 

interest in photography in the mid to late 1970s, then Gibbons’s oeuvre from this period 

parallels the oeuvre of the Melbourne based artist Robert Rooney. 

 

Casting the stylization aside for a moment, what Gibbons begins to deal with in the late 

1960s and early 1970s is a figuration specifically tied to Australian subjects yet also 

tying the idea of the sublime back to the everyday. This is consciously Modern, 

Australian and international, without either the lyrical and emotional content of the 

Antipodeans which Gibbons had so publicly opposed in 1962, nor the recent hard-edge 

formalism he was also critical of because it denied the connotations inherent in both 

abstraction and a subject.  

 

The Marching Girl paintings (1971; example illustration No. 22), and images such as 

Allsorts (1971; illustration No. 18) are in the Pop-Op style Gibbons was pursuing at the 

time. For Gibbons these works were affectionate images from the local context that 

allowed him to explore international styles.474 Particular Pop paintings will be discussed 

 
472 Ibid.  
473 See the catalogue: Stringer, John. The Field, National Gallery of Victoria, 1968. 
474 Gibbons, phone clarification, prev. cit. In regard to the Marching Girl works such 

marching groups were an off-shoot of the war, as well as pre-war gymnastic ideas about 

health and the outdoors. They can be regarded as neither an Americanism nor a 

Germanism but rather a general Western movement that therefore, as Gibbons points 
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in detail later, but the hybrid Op-Pop Allsorts, a fruitfully optical jumble of liquorice 

shapes, indicates how Gibbons was able to use memory and to recognize in the 

observed world opportunities for stylistic experimentation: 

 

I remember the seductive shop window displays of sweets tempting me to spend 

my pocket money; as Léger pointed out thirty years before Pop, such advertising 

was the new realism and isolated the beauty of everyday objects for my 

generation.475  

 

Liquorice as a sweet reminded Gibbons of his youth, but in the 1960s it was also an 

everyday West Australian treat made popular locally by advertising and promotion in 

the Royal Show. The stylization in Allsorts makes multiple references to Modernist 

styles and is an excellent example of Gibbons’s “knowingness”. It continues Gibbons’s 

references to Cubism, as in the earlier Family (1957; illustration No. 2) and still-lifes 

such as On The Shore (1960; illustration No. 6), but here via Léger, in particular his 

“Chinese Cylinders”.476 It is aligned with Pop because it is a giant blow-up of liquorice 

shapes in the manner of James Rosenquist’s close-ups of spaghetti, via Claes Oldenburg 

and Wayne Thiebaud’s images of cakes and sweets, but with an English illustration 

sensibility akin to that of Patrick Caulfield’s who also utilized historical models such as 

 
out, also expresses a local, national and a personal pride in exercising in such a 

“disciplined” manner: McNamara, Lorna. interview with author, Leederville 1982 and 

McNamara, Beverly. (ex-marching girl) interview with author East Victoria Park, 1997. 

Perth, along with Wellington in New Zealand, was becoming well known as an Art 

Deco city: Taylor, Robyn. An Investigation into the Nature of Modernism and 

Modernity during the 1930’s in Perth, Western Australia, Through the Study of Specific 

Buildings and Related Art and Design Forms, PhD. Thesis, Department of Architecture 

and Fine Art, The University of Western Australia, 1993. 
475 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit.  

Some discussion of English Pop and Nouveau Realisme is given by Henry Gelzahler in 

Pop Art 1955-70, International Cultural Corporation of Australia Ltd., 1985, p.19. 

Gelzahler’s comments indicate Gibbons’s knowledge of Léger was very detailed. 
476 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. Although Gibbons cites Léger the 

cylinder element is also in the art work of Wyndham Lewis, his post-graduate subject. 
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cubist formalism.477 It is a bridge between Pop and Op work because the viewer can 

become absorbed by the beauty of an actual object, or by the geometric arrangement of 

cones and cylinders. For Gibbons the image, similar to his earlier works based on the 

symbolism of the Metaphysical poet’s, reveals the macro-micro mystery of rhythmic 

networks where-by the world is “food” in several metaphoric and morphological ways. 

Allsorts dazzling optical pattern can also be read as a more optimistic counterpoint to 

the maze of walls, corridors, prison bars and ladders in the Vorticist works he had 

studied during the writing of his thesis.478 Indeed it becomes clear in this work, as well 

as the various series produced in the period after his return from England, that Gibbons 

decided to produce work which would be a relief from his reading of the hatred of 

everyday human life expressed by the Vorticists and early abstractionists.479 It becomes 

increasingly clear that he set out to produce an art that was symbolic of the broad 

Christian celebration of everyday life and one “intimately connected with our physical 

selves”.480 What also pleased him in Allsorts was that something quite trivial was 

shown to also be monumental, an attitude characteristic of his ironic and metaphysical 

sensibility. Thus although Gibbons’s image shares territory with these artists, and 

Australian artists such as Brack who also imaged cakes, the use of Op and Pop to 

connotate spiritual meaning via a homage to these styles’ cubist origins is uniquely his 

own.  

 

In the years between 1967 and 1977 Gibbons continued to contribute to the reception of 

the Op style by exhibiting several series and individual works that referenced the Op 

abstract style; prior to his 1973 solo exhibition at Desborough Galleries showing them 

at David Foulkes-Taylor’s and other furniture show rooms. The earlier works such as 

Mesh One (1967; illustration No. 13) and paintings from the U.F.O. series (1967-71; see 

illustration No.’s 14 and 15) are pure Op, whilst others such as Allsorts (1971; 

illustration No. 18) and Regal Zonophone Variations (1973; illustration No. 19) use 

colour juxtapositions across repetitive close-ups of confectionary or letter patterning to 

establish their effect. The Op element is also used as the ground against which figures 

 
477 Gibbons’s references; he was aware of these artists through his own travel and 

reading as well as the talks given by Salek Minc. 
478 Referenced in his Jillian Bradshaw lecture, prev. cit. see particularly pp. 23-24. 
479 Ibid. p.26. 
480 Ibid: which “relate us to the animal kingdom as a whole.” 
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stand, emerge, or can be discerned; as in his Marching Girls images (1971; illustration 

No. 22), Stanley’s Magical Moment No 1. (1971; illustration No. 24) and Rainbow 

Movie (1977). 

 

Whilst the art that Gibbons saw in England during his Doctorate period was the central 

reason for his engagement in the Pop and Op styles, he did not feel isolated in pursuing 

such interests upon his return. There were a number of collectors and fellow artists who 

by the late 1960s had become interested in abstraction and these allowed him a critical 

audience. Locally Gibbons recalls having seen and discussed abstract work by Albers 

and Lichtenstein at the Constables, with such discussions including the hard-edge work 

exhibited during the same period through the Contemporary Art Society; the W.A. 

chapter formed by Miriam Stannage, Guy Grey-Smith and Philippa O’Brien in May 

1966.481 Other local artists to work during this period within the parameters of the 

colour-field style were John Johnson, Miriam Stannage, Carol Rudyard, Tim Burns and 

Arthur Russell, and so there was a range of local abstract variants available for such 

discussions. Contemporary overseas influences were also impacting on student works 

with Patrick Hutchings finding it “heartening” to see in the 1967 Esso Student Awards 

“pop-Bacon”, “pop-op”, “erotic pop” and “all over, the example of contemporary 

London painting” with “a couple, only, of more traditional things.”482 It is within this 

general environment that Gibbons used the influences of Riley and Kidner to push for 

an abstraction that was contemporary and which also wittily referenced the Christian 

origins of the Modernist interest in the sublime (see later discussions of the paintings 

above for Gibbons’s specific applications).  

 

The debates on what the experience of abstraction could mean were also part of the 

national engagement with trends within abstraction. Examples of colour field “non-

expressive” art were also included as part of a month long exhibition of 53 works of the 

Power Bequest in the Western Australian Art Gallery (January 8) 1970, as well as in 

“Three Trends in Contemporary French Art” shown at the state gallery later in the same 

 
481 Gibbons, prev. cit. The Constable’s purchased such works in the mid 1960s, whilst 

Gibbons was in England. 
482 Hutchings, Patrick. “Art Elwyn Lynn: Esso Student Awards”, The Critic, Vol. 7, No. 

9, 1967, pp.73-74. 
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year.483 In a commentary on the latter for The Critic P.E. McGillick argues that “the 

quest to impersonalise internal and external experience” of Modernism, although 

“posing as anti-romantic (and in) opposition to 19th Century lyrical subjectivism and the 

cult of the sentiment”, “is in fact another, and more self-conscious, aspect of that same 

transcendentalism.”484 Thus Gibbons’s viewpoints from nearly a decade earlier about 

romanticism were again being voiced locally in The Critic, although his artistic 

response appears to have been ignored. 

 

One contention of this thesis is that Eastern-States’-based curators do not research 

possible West Australian artists to include in historical surveys of “Australian” artists 

who have worked within a particular style. An example of W.A. histories being 

neglected on the National scale is the 2002 Heide Museum of Modern Art exhibition 

“Good Vibrations: the legacy of Op art in Australia”. The exhibition brought together 

“work of international and Australian artists who were the leading exponents of the Op 

art movement from its inception in the early Sixties, at the forefront of creative 

experimentation during the Seventies and working with related interests at the time of 

Op’s recent revival in the Nineties.”485 Whilst the work of W.A. artist Cathy 

Blanchflower was included amongst the latter revival work, the 1970s experimentation 

works of Gibbons, Stannage and Rudyard were excluded. Absence of this work from 

the “history” books is surprising as all three artists had survey or retrospective 

catalogues available; with Gibbons’s 1967 Op abstraction Mesh One and his Op 

inspired Stanley’s Magical Moment, No. 1 (1971) reproduced in  my catalogue.486 

 
483 Including Op work by Bridget Riley and Yvaral. See Shaw, Geoff. “Trends In The 

Power Bequest Exhibition” The Critic, February, Vol. 10, No. 6, 1970, p.59 for a 

description of selected colour field and pop works. An exhibition of Riley’s work toured 

Perth in 1979 and was reviewed by Julie Lewis in Artlook, Vol. 5, No. 11, November 

1979, p.7.  
484 McGillick, P.E. “Variations on an Avant Garde Theme”, The Critic, Vol. 10, No. 5, 

February 1970, p.53. 
485 Stanhope, Zara. Good Vibrations: the legacy of Op art in Australia, Heide Museum 

of Modern Art, 2002. 
486 Frangos, Seva and Moore, Margaret. Miriam Stannage Perception 1969-1989, 

A.G.W.A., 1989; Horridge, Naomi. Point of View Carol Rudyard selected works 1968-

1992, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 1993; and McNamara, Phillip. Time+Machine, 
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Furthermore Stannage’s abstractions are mentioned by Bernard Smith in his “Australian 

Painting” (p.428) and essays on both Stannage and Gibbons, which refer to their Op 

series, are in Art and Australia.  Thus as “the first survey exhibition of the Op art period 

by a public gallery in Australia”, curator Zara Stanhope should have ensured that the 

“major research project” was more encompassing.  

 

Stanthorpe’s research indicates that the initial generation of Australian Op works were 

by Gunter Christmann and Joseph Stanislaus Ostoja-Kotkowski and date from 1965. 

However Gibbons’s Op work of the 1967-1975 period should have been included. Some 

of this work sits alongside work by “The Field” artists such as Matthew Johnson and 

Alun Leach-Jones, who were included, while his 1970s works are as important as the 

works chosen for the exhibition by John Vickery, David Aspden and Lesley Dumbrell. 

The exhibition offered a missed opportunity for Gibbons’s UFO series to be placed in 

dialogue with Bridget Riley’s “Nineteen Greys” (1968) and Larry Poons’s work  

“Richmond ruckus” (1964), which were hung in the show and reproduced in the 

catalogue. Similarly the 1970s work of Carol Rudyard could be placed alongside that of 

the Josef Albers, and Miriam Stannage’s work alongside Max Bill’s). Stanthorpe is not 

the only curator to neglect West Australian abstraction. None were included in 

“Geometric Painting In Australia 1941-1997” by David Pestorius, and for the 

contemporary shows “Optics” 1998 and “Indecorous Abstraction 2 Contemporary 

Women Painters 2003”, only Cathy Blanchflower was.487

 

As Ian Burn and Nigel Lendon write about The Field, such art “was no more an heroic 

beginning than it was a cultural aberration” and the artists, within the extremism of the 

critical positions taken at the time, had to assess their own standards of value.488 

Gibbons’s values indicate an internal debate similar to the debates that Burn and 

Lendon describe around the “new generation”  “cosmopolitan look” and a sense of 

rejection towards the 1940s and 1950s Antipodeans and the Sydney Abstract 

 
prev. cit. Catalogues for dealer shows held at Goddard de Fiddes, who represented 

Blanchflower, could also have been used to gain such knowledge. 
487 West Australian based John Vickers was in Optics, however until recently he 

exhibited mainly with Charles Nodrum Gallery and not locally. 
488 Burn, Ian. Chapter 8 “Purity, style, amnesia” (co-written with Nigel Lendon), in 

Dialogue Writings in Art History, Allen & Unwin, 191. p.95. 
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expressionists. However the cosmopolitan characteristics of Gibbons’s work, although 

identifying with an international perspective through flat areas of colour, ‘geometric’ 

forms, repetition and non-expressiveness, took his own ambience towards the model of 

New York, dependency and the problem of style into questions of meaning and how to 

legitimize Modernism in an Australian setting.489 Gibbons’s purpose within his oeuvre 

at this time is, like The Field artists, to seek a more deliberate alignment of Australian 

art with the Modernist tradition, however the devaluation of subject matter and 

recognizable imagery within the formalist hard-edge and Op aesthetic led Gibbons to 

once again question abstracting traditions.490 This questioning of how to abstract the 

every day into a Modernist idiom, such as hard-edge or Op, is evident in his Allsorts 

(1971), already discussed, where the liquorice pieces which are cylindrical or square 

look like hard-edge paintings (traceable to Léger) whilst the circular pieces enliven the 

surface in an Op manner. 

 

By the mid 1970s Gibbons was questioning his Op project. Tied to the questioning of 

this idiom’s characteristics were the on-going Modernist debates around formalism, 

transcendentalism and the tension between the work as providing content or evidence of 

surface and process. According to Susan Sontag the problems of “transcendentalism” 

given by McGillick may be overcome in Op art because its perceptual effects render 

formal ideas of analysis or interpretation redundant  (which differentiate it from other 

contemporary modes of abstract art), however Gibbons recognized that self-reflection 

and the viewer’s interaction – their knowledge and sensibility, - remained significant to 

art interpretation.491 That art cannot transcend the human condition and should not fear 

the past or history, as the logical positivists and the avant-gardists do (McGillick), is 

taken up by Gibbons when he basis his abstraction, in images like Allsorts, on the 

everyday and when he re-introduces tradition into his work in the mid 1970s via the 

vanitas tradition (see later in this section).  

 

 
489 According to Burn and Lendon these were the central questions behind the semantic 

manoeuvres of The Field critics. Ibid. p.97. 
490 Ibid. p.97 (this comment references Patrick McCaughey) and Chapter 9, p.112. 
491 Sontag quoted by Stanhope, prev. cit. pp.22-23. Stanhope also develops questions 

about context. 



 - 202 -

                                                

Similarly the arguments in The Critic about expressionism (discussed in greater detail 

elsewhere in this thesis) indicate that Gibbons was concluding that Modernism had 

developed two sensibilities; one being ineffable and irrational while the other 

phenomenological. Whilst the former was evasive and indeterminate, the latter was 

based on skilfully deployed elements including the technical and formal as well as an 

anthropological claim (and iconoclastic and structuralist) that art represents and 

signifies through an explicit coherence given by cultural tradition. While the latter, to a 

certain degree allowed a formalist point of view to be used (and it was by the critics of 

The Critic; critically and practically by Gibbons), reverence for the elements of painting 

were never entirely satisfying for Gibbons and he always used his historian’s cum 

anthropologist’s capacity to understand that the determinants of meaning are broader 

than these elements. Thus Gibbons’s sensibility is one of communicative sensitivity and 

he always considered what can be read from his use of elements, and eventual use of 

particular symbolism, as well as what meaning could be read into the pictures 

presented. His consideration of both these approaches to meaning led him away from 

romantic tendencies of the “read into”, towards the coherence and rationality of 

culturally fixed structures and conceptual frameworks of the “read from” structures such 

as the vanitas; however he has continued to use the tendency of viewers to read into 

images, often looking at the “possibilities” of irony and multiple levels of meaning. 

 

Gibbons’s op-styled UFO series is indicative of his imbuing in formalist play a 

referential content both through how the eye interacts with the colours and shapes and 

how the title offers a clue to the operation of the meaning. In this sense he was at 

several levels engaging with the Kantian notion of art as play (which Hutchings in 1967 

was arguing that some Modern critics had miss-identified with “play-for-play fun” 

rather than the “free-play-of imagination” from “which insight sometimes come”) 492 : 

The shapes, sparse manner and dynamism of Gibbons’s UFO series (as exampled by 

illustration No’s 14 and 15) are reminiscent of the dot or blip paintings of Larry Poons’s 

pattern manipulations of the early to mid-1960s. Gibbons however cannot recall seeing 

Poons’s work and cites his religious sensibility and the French painter Victor Vasarely; 

who introduced the concepts of movement and temporary duration into Modernism.493 
 

492 Hutchings, Patrick. “Art Elwyn Lynn: Esso Student Awards”, prev. cit. 
493 Lesberg, Sandy. Abstract Art, Peebles Press International, New York, 1974, 

alphabetical listing. 
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Vasarely also spoke about “the reality of today” joining “the great styles of the past” a 

conjuncture that, although applied differently, also drove Gibbons.494 In 1997 Gibbons 

spoke to me about how his sensibility resulted in this series: 

 

One of my UFOs was titled Grace Abounding. That was a light-hearted religious 

joke because although John Bunyan is best known for Pilgrim’s Progress, one of 

his key works about his religious conversion is called Grace Abounding to the 

Chief of Sinners. I was just using one shape: putting it in different positions in 

order to get the most optical and eye-catching effect out of it. I was also interested 

at the time in Chekhov’s idea of artistic grace which is to produce the maximum 

effect by the minimum of means. My barred ovals were intended to be ‘a-

bounding’ about, and some of them do seem to work: they seem to flitter about.  

However, I’ve been to the Vasarely Foundation in Gordes, and a very early 

painting which seems to be absolutely significant to the way in which he 

developed shows a prisoner in a cellar looking through the grating towards the 

light: a standard neoplatonic image of the human being imprisoned in the material 

world, looking through the prison bars at the light. The light is in the ceiling, so 

the prisoner is looking heavenwards. Nobody to my knowledge has spoken about 

Vasarely in these mystical terms at all. That light shining through the bars became 

the foundation of what he went on doing. 

 

An explanation of the process of establishing meaning from such works is that the 

abstraction does not, as Gibbons also argued with the reading of abstract-expressionist 

as landscapes, disrupt the narrative. However the conventional art narrative depicts a 

story with characters, usually in a certain location and period and the situation embodied 

by all these factors present an enigma, symbol or analogy for the viewer. There is 

usually no problem in comprehension as the codes and conventions are familiar through 

cultural exposure to both art and literature. In the conventional narrative the spatial-

temporal code is the static theatre like tableaux of Renaissance perspective. How the 

characters arrived at the location and what happened in the interim of their painterly 

construction is not shown or presented as a problem for the viewer, what the viewer is 

given is an illusion from a fixed position at a predetermined distance and featuring an 

 
494 Ibid. 



 - 204 -

                                                

identifiable subject (fiction). In the UFO series Gibbons, as he does in all his Op work, 

reduces all this to minimal components. He places minimal “characters” against the 

ground of their play and there is no veil or curtain (period or contextual factors) 

shielding the acts of play.  By presenting the viewer with minimal elements Gibbons 

provides and makes visible, in the spectacle of the construction, how the location has 

been arrived at and what happened in the process of arriving.495 While the optical play 

may suggest a materialism without any figuration Gibbons retains a subject – as his 

titles indicate.   

This “subject” is, as argued by this thesis, not so “light-hearted” or secondary. When 

one considers the rest of Gibbons’ oeuvre from this point onwards, it appears that his 

exploration of Op art confirmed for him that perception and awareness are acts of a 

constituting consciousness. The UFO series, particularly Grace Abounding (illustration 

No. 15), indicates how the very act of perception is a purely phenomenological 

experience and in its making of connections with the multiplicity of perceptions in front 

of us, also a “spiritual” one.496 The Op illusion is tied by Gibbons to the world so that, 

to create an Op analogy, his self-in-the-world vibrates with the multi-layered relational 

richness of the world. Although rendered in wave-lengths of reds, greens, yellows and 

blues, Gibbons’ Op art established for him that human experiencing begins with 

celebration of sense moments which we, through phenomological experience, transform 

into culture and “a multiplet that is more than the sum of its parts.”497  

For example the title Grace Abounding when considered alongside the Op movement 

suggests that “grace is consequent to our power of concentration” and in “conformity 

 
495 See Foster, H. "Postmodernism in Parallex", October 63, Winter, 1993, pp.3-20. 
496 Gibbons suggests here that undergirding our industry and knowledge is divine grace; 

implying that union with God is not an intellectual achievement or merely a journey of 

rational enquiry. It is this paradox that Gibbons begins to explore (he knows ironically) 

via intellectual inquiry into the existential emotions of life, questioning deeply the 

implications of the Christian belief that people are created in God’s image. As I argue it 

is through the vanitas genre that he begins to view Immanence as a model for 

understanding the redemptive aspects of the Incarnation. 
497 Snyder, Ross. Contemporary Celebration, Abingdon Press, Nashville and New York, 

1971, p.90. My reading of Gibbons in this paragraph is based upon pp.86-91. 
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with the law of causality.”498 The Optical shifts of retinal agitation suggest that, in 

respect to sense stimulation, our excitation is clearly independent of our effort and a 

product of our being in the world. In respect to the religious concept of “grace”, and 

similar to ideas raised by Op art, humans are therefore passive as the resulting outer to 

inner process is an effect rather than fixed. Gibbons’s title and the Op effect on 

processing stimulation suggest the accepted religious viewpoint that vision of God is 

possible only through “His grace”, yet in the moment that  his grace descends “God can 

be seen in everything.”  

Gibbons, within this series and afterwards, took his exploration of relational meaning 

back to the communal everyday world and this concept of God in everything (an aspect 

of the theology of Immanence). From this series onwards, rather than comprehend 

“selfed consciousness” through existential phenomenology, he sought behind such 

personal subjective richness for sources and architectonic patterns of “pivotal 

constancy”.499 Ross Snyder argues that the phenomenological journey is one where we 

discover an “I-Thou” value that moves beyond the lived moment to discover a pattern 

within “the length of (the) life world.”500 This Op series appears to be a moment of such 

discovery for Gibbons. From these minimalism and Op inspired works he moves back 

into figurative referencing and content. He seems to have decided that the recurring 

symbols and the cumulative and enduring connections were patterns sourced from 

Christian concepts and that he should acknowledge and reference such “constancy”. A 

Christian Humanist viewpoint of the everyday was the result.  

Use of minimalism, and Op and Pop, combining high Modernism with tangential urban 

or figurative references was also evident in so-called abstract works included in The 

Field by artists such as Ian Burn, James Doolin, Dale Hickey, Robert Rooney, Robert 

Hunter, Ti Parks and Dick Watkins. David Pestorius writes that the “regional 

 
498 This reading, and the quotes in this paragraph, are suggested by: 

Schuon: “Le Yog Comme Principe Spiritual” in Yoga, Science de l’Homme Integral, 

Paris, 1953, pp.31-32, (quoted by Perry, Whitall N. A Treasury of Traditional Wisdom, 

prev. cit. pp.31-32). In relation to “grace” Whitall quotes, amongst others: Ananda 

Moyi, Rumi, Sri Ramakrishna, St. John, Eckhart, Robert Harrick, Thomas Norton, 

Swami Ramdas and Mechthild of Magdeburg. 
499 Ibid.p.86 and p.93. 
500 Ibid. p.99. 
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Modernism” of the work by these artists (he doesn’t include Watkins in his list)  

includes a “submerged referential content” that “often involves a celebration of the 

mundane, the suburban and the everyday and has been construed as a discrete attack 

upon the grandiose metaphysical claims made by late-Modernist abstraction.”501 

Gibbons’s work is described by me in this thesis in the same terms, however through his 

ironic attacks on the “grandiose metaphysical claims” and his wry celebrations of the 

mundane, Gibbons moves through irony and conceptualism towards his own style of 

neo-classicism (and dealing with iconoclasm) that required him to see abstraction as a 

cul-de-sac. 

During the period that Gibbons was painting his Op-styled UFO series he also 

completed several greatly enlarged versions of Tarot cards. These he regards as his first 

conscious application of the “international” Pop style and were exhibited at the 1967 

University Undercroft Gallery Festival of Perth exhibition discussed above.  

 

Gibbons has continued to reference the Tarot throughout his oeuvre, in 1970 painting 

Tarot Card: Valet De Deniers (The Fool; illustration No. 16) and Tarot Card: Le 

Bateleur (The Magician; illustration No. 17) and in 1998 enlarging the “Sun” and “Star” 

from the early-18th-century Marseilles Tarot for works commissioned by The Ministry 

of Justice for the May Holman Centre in Perth (illustration No. 51).502 The clown-

symbolism of Beach Babies (1955), taken up more centrally as a paradoxical figure of 

irony and joy in Still-Life: Jongleur (1958) and echoed again in the Film Star Icon 

series, has already been discussed. Some of the symbolic associations have also been 

discussed however in iconography the clown echoes that of The Tarot Fool.503 Thus the 

later Tarot series can be read as a continuation of the same themes.   

 

For Gibbons the Tarot references a popular past time (playing cards first appeared in 

Europe in the 14th century) and as a worker in the Pop-art tradition he takes “a great 

 
501Pestorius, David. Geometric Painting In Australia 1941-1997, The University of 

Queensland, 1997, pp.28-29. 
502 See front page Artsline Western Australia, Vol. 11, Issue 2, ARTSWA, Ministry for 

Culture & the Arts, Winter 1999. 
503 See Gaskell prev. cit. and Thomson prev. cit. 
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delight in printed materials of all kinds”.504 Similarly the enlargement of such cards he 

views as entertainment as this “draws attention to the pictorial conventions employed, & 

there is also an amusing puzzle here: are these cards, or paintings of cards, or paintings 

of paintings, or perhaps all these?”505 He thus wittily draws attention to the symbolic 

significance and historical resonance of everyday “play” items. The irony is the 

suggestion that deeper levels of significance operate beneath the aesthetics of 

entertainment. 

 

The Tarot Fool represents both the lower personalities entangled in the errors and 

illusions of sense and desire, and the higher self demonstrating the absurdity of such 

entanglement. Hence saints are often regarded as holy fools: they point out the absurdity 

of being tormented when the one-ness of the divine cannot be escaped.506 The mystical 

argument is that when the ego has disappeared then suffering or desire is seen as 

unnecessary and two elements meet: the ironic smile that is both the laughter of release 

and which still holds tears for those who remain in suffering without cause.507  

 

T.S. Eliot is one of many Modernists’ who references The Tarot; and a writer who 

Gibbons analysed in detail.508 From such writers he observed how the pictures of The 

 
504 Gibbons, letter to author February 1999. 
505 Ibid. 
506 Gaskell, prev. cit. p.287. Also Gibbons interview with author, prev. cit. Gibbons 

gave an identical but more detailed history to this symbolism within both literature and 

art when discussing his use of ball’s/moon’s, clown and dancer motifs.  
507 Rajneesh, Bhagwan Shree. No Water No Moon Reflections on Zen, Sheldon Press, 

London, 1977, p.244. Caplin, prev. cit. p. 246 describes this as “enlightened duality” 

where even suffering that is based upon misperception is still recognised as suffering, 

nothing is denied, yet this suffering is paradoxically also seen as grace through 

recognition of its essential non-dual nature. It is the irony - the paradox of joy within 

suffering - that Gibbons explores more fully in his Vanitas works.  
508 Gibbons taught an undergraduate course on Eliot. See also: Gibbons, Tom. ‘Yeats, 

Joyce and Eliot, and the Contemporary Revival of Cyclical Theories of History’,  

Journal of the Australasian Universities Language and Literature Association, No. 69, 

May, 1988, pp.151-163; Gibbons, Tom. “T.S. Eliot’s ‘Animula’: A Source For 

‘Boudin’”, Notes and Queries, Vol. 31, No. 1, March 1984, p.77. and his “The Waste 



 - 208 -

                                                                                                                                              

Tarot and their symbolism “constitutes the history of the human race, inescapable fate 

and the overlapping dreams, myths, desires and fears from which we salvage 

meaning.”509 As Conrad notes in his history of Modern times “the collective house of 

cards” have been used in art and literature as a synonym for civilization and, as “a 

machine for constructing stories” (Calvino), they are a “combinotoria of experiences, 

information and the ‘encyclopaedia’ of life.”510 As a game of combination and “replica 

of the universal mind” The Tarot can be seen to have indicated to Gibbons how the 

language of art could be used. It is paintings of Tarot cards Le Bateleur and Valet De 

Deniers (both 1970; illustrations No.’s 16 and 17) that immediately precede the Tarot 

like symbolism of Stanley’s Magical Moment No. 1 (illustration No. 24) and Dancer 

No. 3: Fred Astaire (illustration No. 23) from 1971 and which influence his 1976 Film 

Star icons (illustration No. 25). Their collage like combinations of symbols is also 

echoed in his still-life collages of his Studio Interiors and Art-history series in 1981, his 

Vanitas series of the mid 1980s and his mid 1990s Fun and Games series. That he 

continued to think about The Tarot and its symbolism is evidenced by his use of The 

Tarot “Sun” and “Star” in the six commissioned works for the West Australian Law 

Courts in 1998 (illustration No. 51). His interest in the cards history was indicated in his 

talk at the commissions unveiling: 

 

            Tarot packs of playing-cards first appeared in Europe in the 14th century …the 

Tarot pack has often been used for fortune telling since the 18th century, but it is 

only during the past hundred years that it has been thought by some to have 

mystical significance. The symbolism of the Tarot picture-cards has a variety of 

sources: traditional as in “The Wheel of Fortune”, Christian as in “The Last 

Judgement” and astrological as in “The Moon.511  

 

 
Land in the Light of the ‘Cross-Correspondence’ Scripts of the Society for Psychical 

Research”, Yeats Eliot Review, Vol. 13, Nos 1 & 2, Summer, 1994,  pp.7-16. 
509 Ibid. See also Conrad, Peter. Prev. cit. p.724: The clairvoyant in The Waste Land, 

Madame Sorostris cannot be trusted but, together with the drowned soldier submerged 

in the “chain of evolutions and mutations”, she “constitutes the history of the human 

race…” 
510Conrad, ibid. p.725. 
511 Gibbons, Tom. Law Court speech script, February 1999, authors’ collection. 
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He went on to explain the original symbolism of the cards used for the commission and 

then how he had “interpreted” them for “the present context” of the law court: 

 

            I have chosen to interpret the Sun as symbolizing Western Australia and 

sunshine, and the two boys as symbolizing ‘comradeship’ or the tradition of 

‘mateship’. I have chosen to interpret “The Star” along traditional lines as 

symbolizing ‘equity’ or ‘justice’ (the tradition of ‘fair go’), while thinking of the 

stars as a very rough equivalent to the Southern Cross on the Australian national 

flag. More broadly still, both cards can be thought of as symbolizing 

“enlightenment”. Both re-appear in each of the “Four Seasons” collages which I 

have designed for the Ministry of Justice waiting-rooms.512

 

The speech concluded with an outline of his interest in “printed materials of all kinds”, 

his delight in pictorial conventions, use of enlargements and puzzles about what is 

“original”. The irony of having “fortune-telling cards” in the law courts and on different 

floors of the Ministry of Justice was not pointed out by him. Nor was the role of chance 

considered. However the role of “equivalences” within his art is just as strong an 

influence as when he painted works such as Orbiting Still-Live’s (1959; illustration No. 

5), On The Shore (1960; illustration No. 6) and Still-Life: Jongleur (1958; illustration 

No. 3) at the start of his practice. 

 

However despite Gibbons’s description of these works being essentially expressive of 

his interest in popular entertainment, the parlour games they reference are occult 

practices primarily aimed at divination. As he has presented elsewhere The Tarot pack 

postulates an occult correspondence between the human body and the structure of the 

universe.513 Such hermetic thought and symbolist theories underlies the 1880-1920 

period of his academic studies and the search for underlying spiritual patterns and 

symbols of the human psyche, as presented in this dissertation, are central to the 

development of his oeuvre. Hence his consistent emphasis on symbolism throughout his 

oeuvre results in a questioning of his use of Tarot imagery. Is the psychological-spiritual 

aspect sacrificed for merely a humorous use of design and scale? A closer examination 

of his 1970 images suggests not.  

 
512 Ibid. 
513 Gibbons, Tom. Rooms In The Darwin Hotel, prev. cit. pp.134-136. 
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The cards he painted in 1970 reference The Magician and The Fool and were painted 

shortly after his return to work after a brief hospitalization.514 Both are cards considered 

to represent our basic drives and the unconscious, to carry some of the same symbolism 

and to be “intimately connected as provocateurs of our inner journeys.”515 In them he 

can either be seen to be ironically commenting on his “foolish” “creativity” and 

inability to provide the “medicine” to see his own future, or he is providing Major 

Arcana references to his inner world. The Fool is a card concerned with maintaining the 

process of growth and individuation through “making radical decisions” and honouring 

our “gifts and talents”, whilst The Magician gives The Fool direction and “takes action” 

by making “a tangible start.”516 The significance of The Fool for Gibbons is evident by 

it never being for sale. Both cards clearly represent his inner motivation at the time both 

for change and to find a purpose for his art.517 For psychologist Karen Hamaker-Zondag 

the process of individuation, as presented through the symbolic language of archetypes, 

is the underlying pattern of The Tarot and each card represents an embodiment of the 

spirituality that patterns “everyday life”.518 During his initial Masters study the 

“Buddhist cast” of Schopenhauer and Eliot’s philosophy had led Gibbons to an interest 

in Platonic ideas as archetypes and this clearly influences his search for such patterns 

 
514 As Gibbons considers his “personal life” irrelevant to an interpretation of his art he 

was reluctant to discuss his hospitalization for “mental exhaustion.” Only a couple of 

his colleagues knew of the reason for his absence. He was in the process of leaving his 

first wife who considered his art practice a waste of extra-curricular time.  
515 Hamaker-Zondag, Karen. The Way of the Tarot A Jungian Approach For Working 

More Deeply With The Tarot, Piatkus, Great Britain, 1998, pp.57-59 and Thomson, 

Sandra A. Pictures From The Heart A Tarot Dictionary, St. Martin’s Griffin, New York, 

2003, p167. 

516 Hamaker-Zondag, ibid. p.59 and pp.129-133.  

Such interpretation is “confirmed” by Thomson, ibid. pp.165-168 and pp.224-226. 
517 The Fool was the first work he “painted” after his hospitalization. Miriam Stannage 

encouraged him to find his sense of purpose within his art and worked alongside him on 

the colouring in of this work. Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit. Stannage 

in conversation confirmed the information. 
518 Hamaker-Zondag, prev. cit. Preface p.12. 
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and symbolism in works such as these.519 That such symbolism could be presented 

through reference to more traditional imagery and concepts forms part of Gibbons’s 

development from the more radical work of the late 1960s to the more figurative works 

of the late 1970s. 

 

For Hutchings, writing in The Critic, the earliest 1967 Tarot cards had a similar effect as 

the Op work and made the right ‘vibrations’: 

 

    Tom Gibbons’s Op experiments all in red and blue, or red blue and yellow on 

white turn a wall of the gallery into a pulsating screen, the eye is twitched from 

one picture to the next, all splendidly authoritative, and in the end amiable; the 

rest points in this array are two poster sized Tarot cards, more sinister perhaps 

than the purely optical compositions, but, like them, exploring the visual and 

physical effects of scale and saturated colour. When cards, or optical illusions 

out of psychology books get out, and start climbing on the wall, they can be 

pretty powerful.520

 

Gibbons’s focus on the language of form and colour was not pursued. As already noted 

abstraction was being investigated by a number of individual Perth artists in the 

late1960s and early ’70s (notably Miriam Stannage and Carol Rudyard) yet, although 

regarded as the derigueur style for a serious contemporary artist, Gibbons in 1969-70 re-

assessed what he was wanting to do with art and came to consider optical games and 

abstraction a divergence from his more considered interests.  

 

From the UFO works onwards Gibbons considers less the immediate retinal effect of 

the art and more, in a Duchampian sense, the mingling of image and idea. Pop art is 

accessible at this level because of its representative and decorative appeal, as well as its 

reference to daily life. It offers critical engagement with culture without the necessity of 

‘originality’. 

 

 
519 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. Gibbons was not a member of the Jungian 

Society of Western Australia, but attended some of their lectures in the early 1980s. 
520 Hutchings, Patrick. The Critic, Vol. 7, No. 10, 1967, pp.80-81. 
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Between 1969 and 1971 he continued to experiment, but concentrated on looking 

closely at ’30’s styling: Modern icons such as movie stars, and items from everyday life. 

Although Warhol seems the likely precedent, Gibbons considers writers to be his central 

influence and, for this period, art-deco and the cubists - particularly Léger and the 

“homely pop star works” of Peter Blake - to be the art tradition that he worked 

within.521 Tomatoes, a work from this period, was the vastly enlarged picture from the 

top of a sachet of tomato sauce which came with one’s pie from the corner deli: “The 

novelist James Joyce once ‘jocoseriously’ used a bit of everyday Irish life, the red 

triangle on a Bass bottle, as an emblem of the Holy Trinity, so I thought I’d try to do the 

same with this highly Australian image”.522  

 

In 1972 Gibbons spent a year’s study leave in England before returning to Perth and 

holding his second solo exhibition at the Desborough Galleries. Gibbons by 1969-70 

had already began to seriously consider the central importance of Christian concepts 

and imagery within Western culture and how to include such a sensibility within 

contemporary art.  While in England Gibbons had seen work by Richard Hamilton 

and Eduardo Paolozzi and bought catalogues from the Tate survey exhibitions that 

had just been held. Although Gibbons admires both these British Pop artists, he can’t 

recall any direct influence on his own developing Pop style. However there is a 

comment in the catalogue to Paolozzi’s survey that is ironically suggestive of the use 

of film stars and contemporary “packaged” life that Gibbons would, upon his return, 

more fully develop. Whitford writes that “Paolozzi was suggesting in his epidiascope 

show at the first meeting of the Independent Group at the I.C.A. in 1952 that the 

heraldry of automobile styling and the imagery of science-fiction films reveal 

contemporary sensibilities as clearly as the iconography of Renaissance religious 

paintings.”523 Gibbons began to read contemporary life as the revealing of 

sensibilities which were ironically every bit as reliant on religious sensibilities as the 

Renaissance iconographers. 

 

Of the thirty works on show approximately at the Desborough, a third were Op, the 

remainder Pop. Patrick Hutchings wrote the catalogue foreword: 

 
521 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
522 Gibbons, Tom. ‘Afterword’, catalogue statement, Desborough Galleries, Perth, 1973. 
523 Whitford, Frank. Eduardo Paolozzi, Tate Gallery Publications, London 1971, p.46. 
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The Liquorice Allsorts allude to advertisements, to life: they are almost pop. 

But they also rise to a degree of abstraction which tends to phase out the 

element of representation: they begin to merge in style with the pure ‘eye 

twitchers’, the U.F.O.s, the barred ovals which float in a purely visual, purely 

colouristic space. The giant thumb print is no longer Bertillon, it is pure optical 

experience. 

 The images from the cinema, Chaplin, Stan Laurel, Buster Keaton and Fred 

Astaire, are taken from the painter’s private pantheon. The nostalgia for films 

seen in boyhood shows through: but the elegant formalisation of each motif 

recreates what otherwise might merely be recalled. Films and cinema images 

have a very special personal place for Tom Gibbons’s mind and his private 

past; his reworking of these images at once so personal and so public, in the 

‘optical painting’ style of the second half of the twentieth century, constitutes a 

particular sort of aesthetic statement. 

He fuses two times that we are timelessly at, then and now: the boy Gibbons 

in a cinema in the North of England; the painter-don re-collecting now. The 

movie canvases are for Gibbons, and for any sensitive viewer of them, concrete 

images of the presence in us now of the passions of youth. Tom Gibbons’s 

style, his almost mannered perfectionism, constitutes a real recreation: not a 

recollection in the sense merely of remembering, but of taking up again, now, 

the past into the present.524

 

Allsorts (1971; illustration No. 18), Marching Girl Nos. 1 and 2 (1971; the later 

illustration No. 22) and The Bex Factory (1971; illustration No. 21) are representative of 

Gibbons’s best work from this period. As Patrick Hutchings noted in The Critic the Pop 

idiom ‘is international only in that the objects and stereotypes which it re-uses can be 

found in a general sort of way anywhere in the world as the detritus of an advertising 

civilisation . . . the specific clichés of advertising, like all clichés of visual style, vary 

from place to place’, and so Pop paintings have their own national or local feeling.525 

‘The images of Gibbons which work best mix the stereotype with the local, the general 

 
524 Hutchings, Patrick. Desborough Galleries catalogue, Perth, 1973. 
525 Hutchings, Patrick. The Critic, Vol. 5, No. 12, 1965, p.102. 
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with a sense of place—each is an affectionate comment on life in a cool precisionist 

style.’526

 

For example Marching Girl No. 2 presents its namesake in the manner of a baroque 

image of the Blessed Virgin. The Australian flag circles her head like a halo. Art Deco 

designs surround her body, which is made up of flat controlled areas of colour. She is 

instantly glamorous yet decorative, insistent in appearance yet ironic in presence. The 

image is somehow right in its declarative stance and complexities. For Hutchings the 

series of paintings of Perth’s Marching Girls are “poignant images” that always 

reminded him “of Albert Camus’ remark about his birthplace, Oran, ‘the amusements of 

the inhabitants were all imbecilic’. However, Gibbons’s images, even of marching girls, 

had a humanist edge, an affection; charity. They were elegies for youth’s fleeting time, 

squandered.” 527

 

Gibbons commented on them in 1997 in the following way: 

 

The Marching Girl is the sort of Pop line which I was following at the time, 

though I was also interested in the Op line. There was a lot of interest in Art Deco 

around at that time. This kind of interest arises because two or more books are 

published and one begins to see the material with new eyes. One is drawn to give 

attention to the architecture of the Regal Cinema, or fridge-door styling, possibly 

for the first time. A lot of Perth, the city and the suburbs, was Art Deco and in that 

idiom. I was interested in marching girls, because in those days marching girls 

used to practise on Saturday mornings down by the Esplanade. It was one of the 

Perth rituals to see these girls in their mad little uniforms marching up and down. 

 
526 In the middle of 1982 the National Gallery of Victoria staged an exhibition entitled 

Popism. The exhibition examined the use of popular images as subject-matter in the 

visual arts. Popism featured New Wave artists whose art activities were Eastern states 

based. Reflection on Gibbons and his art practice within the wider National context 

provides an insight into the process of selectivity which forms a problem for all West 

Australian artists and art of significance. 
527 Hutchings, Patrick. “Tom Gibbons: ‘painting now!”, introduction for McNamara 

Time+Machine Tom Gibbons: Art Works+Words 1955-1998, prev. cit., p.2 
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… In the image I incorporate these Deco motifs. That’s black acrylic and silver 

enamel on canvas. It’s the image of these gauche girls with big knees representing 

Australia, but at the same time a Baroque Madonna, with the stars around her 

head. It’s an affectionate image of Australia, perhaps in the same vein as Peter 

Blake’s Babe Rainbow.528

 

Similarly for Gibbons the box of liquorice allsorts, as already discussed, has happy 

associations. The image is also an example of his use of “technology” to make his art: 

 

 (Allsorts is) Something from my childhood. I used to share a box with my 

parents. The painting has these satirical references to cubism and Léger, in 

particular the ones called ‘Chinese Cylinders’. I’ve always liked the general notion 

of allsorts anyway—as much variety as possible. I simply blew them up, like the 

Tarot cards, with an epidiascope, painstakingly tracing around the outlines with a 

pencil which I had to keep sharpening. The epidiascope keeps moving the image 

as it heats up! Then I filled in the outlines with colours. A brush and early acrylic 

paint. 

 

Gibbons’s Pop style was not an isolated example for the late 1960s to mid 1970s period 

with a range of local artists employing Pop aspects. For example during the late 1960s 

Tim Burns began to print images of his family and local historical events onto the 

canvas. However his Pop-influenced paintings weren’t very well received by local critic 

Paul McGillick and Burns felt that he had to leave Perth to establish a reputation.529 

During the 1970s decade there were  many local artists who held a Pop sensibility—

Robert Birch, Mandy Browne, Chris Capper, Doug Chambers, Chris Constable, David 

Francis, Theo Köning, Mary Moore, John Pasco, Lindsay Pow and Miriam Stannage to 

 
528 Gibbons, interview with author 1997, prev. cit. 
529 While Burns left Perth in 1974 (and established a reputation for his work in Sydney 

and later New York) Gibbons continued to develop his pop sensibility within the Perth 

scene. See: McGillick, Paul. The Critic, Vol. 10, No. 1, 1969. Information for Burns 

given in: McCulloch, Alan. Encyclopaedia of Australian Art, Vol. I, A-K Hutchinson of 

Australia, 1984, pp.167-169, and Mendelssohn, Joanna. ‘The Yellow House: A Brief 

History’, Art and Australia, Vol. 27, No. 4, Winter, 1990, pp.568-575. 
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name a few. When asked if there was much shared influence, or a working together to 

promote contemporary art as with The Perth Group, Gibbons observed: 

 

They came a bit later, though there are always things in the air at any one time. 

Lindsay Pow was possibly my first and only imitator. He produced an image of 

Charlie Chaplin shortly after I had exhibited the film-star paintings. I’m not 

claiming originality or priority. I’ve always been interested in traditions and the 

way in which we all learn from each other.530

 

A commonality is that many of the artists just mentioned emigrated from England, spent 

study time in England, or studied during the period at the West Australian Institute of 

Technology (now Curtin University) where Doug Chambers, who arrived in W.A. in 

1970, taught. Chambers’ first Australian works, before he turned to expressionism in the 

mid 1980s,  is considered by Margaret Moore to be derivative of the Pop Art 

persuasions of the Royal College, and in particular Ron Kitaj.531 An English sensibility, 

based upon representational and decorative appeal, along with humorous references to 

our daily lives, permeates all of these artists’ works, including Gibbons.  

 

Gibbons’s humour and approach to art making is exemplified by “The O.K. Image 

Factory” trade-name he used for the first time in the catalogue for the 1973 Desborough 

exhibition (in which the Op and Pop styles under discussion came to the fore). It’s a 

name he has continued to use up to the present day on his computer-generated 

postcards, posters, cd and dvd productions.  Of this approach he commented: 

  

I’ve always been Brit-Pop rather than American Pop. What interests me about 

that, is that Brit-pop is more homely and cosy, less satirical. Affectionate irony. It 

is also literary. I think that American pop has been much harder-hitting in terms of 

satire. My generation was also reared on a diet of wonderful British radio and 

television comedy, from ITMA to Steptoe and Son: I'm sure that’s been influential 

in a broad way. …The O.K. Image Factory is a jocular term, but it also 

deliberately harks back to the notion of those icon painters in monasteries. It was a 

 
530 Gibbons, prev. cit. 
531 Moore, Margaret. Douglas Chambers A Survey, A.G.W.A., 1991. 
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mass-production process. Brother X painted dragons, Brother Y painted St. 

George, Brother Z put in the gold leaf background. I’ve always respected those 

workshop traditions. If I had the money I’d have apprentices do all the boring bits. 

The computer now is the workshop which does all the boring bits.532

 

Gibbons continued to develop his Pop style, exhibiting images of Film Star icons, 

blown up film stills, print advertisements and frozen urban moments in exhibitions at 

the Undercroft Gallery in 1976, Fine Arts Gallery in 1977 and Collectors’ Gallery in 

1997 and 1978 (all Perth galleries). However despite the frequent exhibiting sales were 

poor, with a TVW Enterprises Ltd commission for a series of Film Icons for their new 

Cine Centre complex in 1978 being the only major interest. Gibbons believes that: 

 

Pop did not take off in Australia because it wasn’t posh culture. It hasn’t got that 

aura of ‘culture’ about it. In other words I think that the Australian public has 

always been so unsure of itself with regard to ‘culture’ (I use the term satirically), 

that it doesn’t like anything which is ironic or insufficiently ponderous.533

 

After 1978 there is a shift in his oeuvre away from the more expensive to produce 

canvas works to experimentation with xerographics, collages, stencilled works on paper, 

photography and computer prints. Such processes increased the rapidity with which he 

could produce and change images and led to a deeper consideration of the implications 

of process and content. An overview of his use of Pop, humour and assembly-line 

production were made in a talk given by Gibbons in 1997 for a symposium on Pop and 

the 1970s period: 

 

Let me first make two points about my own attitudes towards art and literature, or 

the arts generally. I suppose that most of us totter along from day to day, with no 

more than a very general sense of direction. But there have been two particular 

occasions on which I have had a partial realisation of what I myself was up to, or 

at least seemed to be up to. 

 
 

532 Gibbons, prev. cit. 
533 Ibid. 
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The first occasion had to do with the teaching of literature, my official full-time 

job for most of my life, in the English Department of this august institution. In a 

moment of existential brooding about what on earth I was doing in that 

Department, I suddenly realised that in practice I spent most of my time trying to 

convince students, young and middle-aged, that most of the great works they were 

studying were comedies.  I then realised that this was a very worthwhile activity, 

and my life therefore not entirely in vain. 

 

My students were very reluctant to believe this. I had to work hard to convince 

them that they could actually laugh at Shakespeare’s ‘Twelfth Night’ and Jane 

Austen’s ‘Emma’. Now both of these works are serious commentaries on the 

illusions of Romantic Love: but they are not earnest. Comedy is serious in its 

moral judgements, but not earnest in tone. Hence the title of my little talk, taken of 

course from Oscar Wilde, and intended to indicate that what attracted me to Pop 

Art was that it was witty, high-spirited, ironic, and not earnest. But that does not 

mean that Pop Art is merely frivolous: far from it. 

 

The second moment of realisation came when I was painting a large picture of 

Boris Karloff as the famous Frankenstein monster. I suddenly realised that in 

painting these film-stars I was just one more in a long line of people whom I call 

‘image processors’. 

 

The so-called ‘stars’ were the complex product of the actors themselves playing 

different roles, make-up artists, plastic surgeons, dentists, lighting engineers, 

costume-designers, hair-stylists, cameramen, and particular photographic 

techniques used both in the films themselves and in the stills reproduced in 

magazines and books. 

 

I was, then, one more ‘image-processor’ in that particular production-line. And it 

seemed to me that in our present time, an ‘image-processor’ was a reasonable 

thing to be. I am very far from saying that it’s the only thing to be: but it appeals 

to me as being consistent with the world we now inhabit, and also as having a 

highly desirable degree of impersonality. It might be argued that Pop Art is in fact 
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a form of neo-classicism, and also a welcome return to that Dandy tradition of 

irony and pastiche of which Wilde was so brilliant an exemplar.534  

 

Gibbons’s interest in the icon tradition and the question of how to give it contemporary 

relevance was resolved by using his interest in the cinema. In the late 1960s he began 

taking images from the “classic era of film” and rendering them in paint. The End (circa 

1969; illustration No.11) presents on a circular table-top, in the colours of 1930s Art 

Deco, text as image. Derived from the closing shots of Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, 

the image displays Gibbons’s interest in typography and serio-comically conflates 

Hollywood glamour with the idea of the End of the World, a possibility never far from 

many minds during the Cold War.  

 

In The End the lettering and red-black-yellow colouring forms the connotations of 

both a sunset and apocalyptic finality. The transcendent-immanent problematic, both 

as a binary and as a problem of how to wittily present the apocalyptic angst inherent 

in the transcendent is fully evident in Gibbons’s The End. Symbolically the image 

juxtaposes a spoke wheel-like setting red sun, with a heart-beat zigzagged golden 

path leading up to its centre from a black-blue sea. The path is divided by a cinema-

scope red The End. The red sun recalls the Second World War fear of Australia 

being invaded by the Japanese but in a calculated Op-like manner. The question 

asked of the viewer is whether the Millenniumistic, apocalyptic visions transferred 

from religion into the Modern psyche, and sublimated through entertainment, have 

really ever ended. Gibbons wittily suggests that at the end of all “the entertainment” 

the perennial philosophical question remains. There are several layers of distancing 

and so it is presented as an image of mock-horror, yet like all (Chaplin’s) comedy it 

is also serious about “the damage suffered by humanity in Modern times.”535  

 

 
534 Gibbons, Tom.’ Pop Art: The Importance of Not Being Earnest’; notes to his talk for 

Swingtime Symposium, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, August 24, 1997. 
535 Conrad, Peter, prev. cit. p.421 His chapter “The Chapliniad” is well worth reading 

for an understanding of the serio-comic view on Chaplin. 
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Gibbons wittily presents the ironic paradox in metaphysical meaning that an apocalyptic 

end would bring.536 Are the dominant rays the black and foreboding or the yellow rays 

highlighting the “yellow brick road” of a promised future?537 Does the heartbeat rise 

from the dark mystery of the black-blue sea or is it about to sink? The heart beat line 

establishes the illusion of depth to the surface but does it fade into the yellow sky and 

die in the sun, or does it advance from the sun to be reflected in the sky? Each of these 

questions have correspondences with theological questions about the nature of the 

relationships within the trinity, the dark night of the soul, redemption, sacrifice, 

resurrection, as well as faith and future grace in relation to millennium and paradisal 

hopes.538 However ultimately for Gibbons the desire for the fulfilment of paradise, 

 
536 Questions of redemption, based on whether history is a linear development, cyclical 

or leading to an apocalyptic millennium moment, were very real worries for the late 

Victorian and Early Modernist person. In addition apocalyptic concerns re-surfaced in 

the post Second World War 1950s-1980s Cold War era and again towards the end of the 

Millennium. As already alluded to the Modernist age is regarded as a scientific age, the 

period of Darwin’s theories and “discoveries concerning the mind (that edged the soul 

away)”, yet within the mid-Victorian era from which such science sprang “man without 

faith, man without hope, was … a monstrous aberration, a creature without a place in 

the Universe” so that “Science, which did so much to awaken infidelity or doubt, had 

also the opposite effect. Its stupendous discoveries, which realized the dreams of the 

magician in his tower, consolidated belief in the miraculous, the extraordinary, the 

unexplainable… And in a period when religion was, in a sense, as materialist as science, 

why should both not have their transcendent side?” As argued it is the materialist and 

transcendent streams that Gibbons addressed through his concept of immanence. See 

Morely, John. Death, Heaven and the Victorians, Studio Vista, London, 1971, pp.102-

103. Gibbons looked at the transcendent in science, religion and art in his essay 

‘Cubism and “The Fourth Dimension” in the Context of the Late 19th Century and 

Early 20th Century Revival of Occult Idealism’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 

Institutes, 1981, pp.130-47. 
537 Gibbons’s cinematic reference, interview with author 1997, prev. cit. 
538 The texts on theology previously cited suggest such questions. Any book on 

religious transformation will assist the viewer in asking such questions in front of this 

image. For example see Fox, Matthew. The Coming of the Cosmic Christ, Collins 

Dove, Australia, 1989; Fox, Mathew. Sheer Joy Conversations With Thomas Aquinas 
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“based mainly upon the Book of Revelation in the New Testament”, is apocalyptic and 

although speculations about supernatural realms are “as old as humanity itself” such 

speculation merely contributes to wide spread public disillusionment with, as well as a 

wish to escape from, immediate life.539 Although such viewpoints are based on the 

desire for an “era of universal spiritual love and harmony” they are dramatized through 

binaries and to feed such disillusionment is to eventually view the world as a place of 

evil and to see the world as in supreme crisis.540

 

The End ironically presents Gibbons’s thesis that Christian thinking is still a part of 

our cultural response. It also wittily implies the double irony that there is no refuge in 

Modern technology as the nature we seek to destroy will continue on regardless of 

what sins we commit against it. The implied continuation of life beyond the 

boundaries of our own use for it negates the apocalyptic theology and replaces it with 

a theology requiring surrender of the ego to a greater whole, and thus it is an example 

of the religious, integral or individuation process.541 Yet for Gibbons it was the most 

ambiguous of his works and he continues to be concerned that the minimal content 

allowed it to be read more literally and pessimistically than he intended.542 How 

minimal he could make his content without losing meaning was a question that he 

 
On Creation Spirituality, Harper SanFrancisco, 1992; Piper, John. Future Grace, Inter-

Varsity Press, Britain, 1995. 
539 Ibid. Quotes from pp.2 and 3. Gibbons notes that the Roman dramatist Plautus (c. 

255 B.C. - 184 B.C.) was the author of a comedy entitled The Haunted House, which 

made such speculations and was itself based upon an earlier Greek play. The conclusion 

is my own. 
540 Ibid. p.2. A Gnostic viewpoint which also forms the basis of Schopenhauer’s 

conclusions of the world (Besancon, prev. cit. p.302). 
541 As described by Edinger, prev. cit. 
542 Gibbons, prev. cit. Although he also said that dualistic notions, which underpin 

pessimism, underlie the contraries of progression (quoting Blake’s The Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell); notions which he reconciled in his Vanitas series (see later 

comments). 
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had explored in his Op and Pop works but it was the more figurative works that 

suggested the direction for his intended meaning.543

 

Gibbons’s particular fascination with silent film and their classic stars led him to a 

solution. Their characters overcame or at least ironically accepted what befell them. 

Beginning to see them as icons for the Modern era, he searched books and magazines 

for “archetypal” images of each one, starting with his favourites, Laurel and Hardy. In 

Stanley’s Magical Moment No. 1 (1971; illustration No. 24), for example, the image is 

taken from Block-Heads (1938). Stan Laurel is related to the tradition of the saintly 

clown, while the mysterious flame from his hand is a reference to “The Light of the 

World”, as in “Holman Hunt’s justly famous painting”.544 The technique of rendering 

the image in vertical stripes, duplicated from a book on Bauhaus photography, fuses 

Pop realism with Op vibration. Alongside the use of film-stars as “saintly” clowns, 

Gibbons also linked them to the tradition of the dancer - symbolic of wholeness and 

harmony (as in Dancer No. 3: Fred Astaire, 1971). The symbolic import and his use of 

what he terms “contemporary icons” will be discussed more fully in the next section. 

 

12. Gibbons’s Pop Notion of Popular Portraits 

Gibbons’s 1960s interest in Pop art had made him aware that contemporary culture was 

saturated with images of faces.545 Since his student film-society days Gibbons had been 

interested in the cinema and as just indicated in the late 1960s he was taking images 

from ‘the classic era of film’ and rendering them in paint. Laurel and Hardy were his 

favourite stars; he had used them to make various analogies in his art reviews as early as 

1962, so it is not surprising that  he used these figures in his first ‘Modern icon’ 

paintings.546 He searched books looking for the representative or archetypal image of 
                                                 
543 Ibid. The gesture of Stanley’s Magical Moment (1971) being the balance he sought 

(see later discussion for details on the symbolism). 
544 Gibbons, interview with author 1997, prev. cit. 
545The situation has not changed - Neville, Richard. Faces of Australia: images 

reality and the portrait, State Library of New South Wales, 1992, p.44: Nowadays we 

are bombarded by portraits and faces—on billboards, in papers and magazines, in 

cartoons, on TV, at the cinema, on cereal packets .  
546 Gibbons in Vol.3, No.4, of The Critic, 1962, in a letter answering criticism of his 

review of the Australian works intended for the Tate Gallery exhibition (Ernest Philpot 
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each film-star and then used these as the basis for an image. Stanley’s Magical Moment 

No. 1 (1971; illustration No. 24) and Man, Motor-Car, Cinema (1971), a picture of Stan 

Laurel leaving the Regal Cinema, are early examples of this approach. The former also 

demonstrates his search for images that held for him Christian symbolism: 

 

         Stanley’s Magical Moment is taken from the film called Blockheads. The image is 

where Stan produces this mysterious flame from his hands as if his hand were a 

cigarette-lighter. You can see this as a scriptural reference to the Light of the 

World, as quoted in the title of Holman Hunt’s justly famous religious painting … 

I first encountered the photographic technique in a book on the Bauhaus. I had the 

technique duplicated but then lost the secret for a few years. You photograph the 

image through a grid about two or three inches away. This did several things. It 

produced a kind of op vibrating image, as well as allowing something realistic. 

You could break down a photograph. It’s a fusion of the flat and 3D: of Op and 

Pop.547  

         

Gibbons’s Stanley’s Magical Moment No. 1 (1971) uses a found image of Laurel and 

Hardy. Their silhouettes are noticeable though these have been rendered in vertical 

stripes. The technique of arriving at the image was to photograph an image using an 

overlay that broke the surface into vertical lines. While Gibbons cannot recall where he 

saw the article on the technique there is in “Studio international journal of Modern art 

September 1968” an article by Gene Baro titled “the Bauhaus revisited” in which a 

photogram image by Xanti Schawinsky utilises the technique (p.71). The attitude 

towards art and technology expressed in the article is likewise an attitude reflected in 

Gibbons’s statements on art. For example Baro states that people of his generation “take 

for granted the intimate relationship between art and technology”, he also speaks of the 

workshop production of art and the need to deal with present realities.  

 

 
and Allan Edwards had attacked Gibbons’s generalisations and use of human 

archetypes), Gibbons uses Laurel and Hardy as a means of driving home his point: ‘In 

this exhibition it so happened that the 19th century paintings and the 20th century 

paintings emphasised some of each other’s major characteristics, just as black 

emphasises red, just as Mr Laurel’s meagreness emphasises Mr Hardy’s bulk’. 
547 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. 
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In the same issue are articles on Bauhaus graphic design and advertisements for 

computer art and a special issue of the magazine on the relationship between creative 

activity and technology. Gibbons’s interest in technology and his exploration of a 

machine aesthetic were clearly international concerns at the time. Gibbons was not, as 

he has presented in the local response to his oeuvre, idiosyncratic in his enthusiasms, 

rather he was a part of the wider community of artists following the international 

process of reflection and speculation on practice.  

 

Gibbons was particularly interested in the perception of art; indicated by his interest in 

Op and Pop, stylization, process and metaphysical ideas. The substance of Gibbons’s 

varied endeavours speaks about the experience of the work of art through the process of 

looking. This can be considered a re-orientation towards the experience of art as 

metaphysical - to interpret the image rather than accept it as an object.  In his images he 

“provokes” the viewer and plays with “meaning” on multiple levels. Examples have 

already been provided where he re-inserted the figure back into hard-edge and Op 

grounds, stylized contemporary settings, played with chance to disrupt logical order (to 

question whether “meaning” is searched for and re-established from existing cues or 

imagined) and used titles to suggest or anchor metaphysical readings. His wit and 

metaphysical intent is exemplified in the following excerpt from a 1997 interview: 

 

McNamara: The origin of the work Man, Motor-Car, Cinema? 

Gibbons: Put together from a photograph of Stan which I took from a film-book, 

and an image of a late ’20s car in Art and Australia. I was quietly drawing 

attention to the fact that everyday aspects of life: motor-cars, cinemas, and even 

human beings themselves, were notably absent from twentieth-century painting. 

The word ‘Regal’ keeps cropping up in works I did round about this time. 

Including Regal Zonophone Variations, which was an op-style typographical 

semi-abstract painting. Following the example of John Cage in his ‘aleatory’ 

music, I threw dice to determine whether red or blue should be the foreground or 

the background colour, and whether to paint the word ‘Zono-phone’ backwards or 

forwards, and then upside down or right way up. 

‘Regal Zonophone’ was the cheapest ten-inch 78 rpm. on which I could buy jazz 

records when I was a schoolboy. ‘Zonophone’ has a ’20’s jazzy ring to it, and 

‘Regal’ is connected to the notion, at least in the Anglican Book of Common 

Prayer, of believers being ‘a royal priesthood’. What I seemed to want to have 
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implied is that these cheap gramophone records and cinemas and so forth, did in 

fact have a divine aspect. 

McNamara: Are books your only sources? 

Gibbons: I enlarged cigarette cards, making composite publicity shots. I chose the 

ugliest colours I could. In a very subdued way I try to shock people a bit. I regard 

good taste as the enemy of art, so I like to go into a bit of bad taste now and again. 

Nothing to get terribly aggressive about. 

McNamara: Are you fascinated and interested in all types of ephemera? 

Gibbons: We live in a world constructed for us by images. It’s what’s become 

known as ‘the Information Age’. I’ve always been interested in design, 

typography and printed ephemera; images of which I have always lovingly 

collected. 

McNamara: In your 1973 exhibition at Desborough Galleries you exhibited film-

star portraits under the title of clowns or dancers. In the catalogue you say that 

dancers stand for wholeness and harmony, while you refer to clowns as saintly 

figures. What is the religious equivalence for the repeated use of Laurel and 

Hardy, Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin in your iconography? 

Gibbons: There is the tradition of the clown as some kind of saintly figure; 

something implied in my Jongleur still-life of 1958. I’ve also thought of Laurel 

and Hardy in their delightful innocence as saintly figures. Buster Keaton belongs 

in that same tradition of the saintly clown. Chaplin had certain moments of near-

saintliness; but he is an impure clown, like the Marx Brothers. 

McNamara: How did you go about making film-stars into icons? 

Gibbons: I had used a square format for a very long time, and in this format did 

an early tempera-on-plaster head and shoulders of two angels, which was 

strangely hypnotic because you had these almost identical images. That was 

derived from the smaller traditional icons that I had been painting. The two angels 

eventually changed into a double portrait of Buster Keaton in black and silver. In a 

way those film-star portraits are an attempt to make some kind of lay equivalent 

for those religious icons, and the Buster Keaton would be a case in point. 

 

In Dancer No. 3: Fred Astaire, 1971 (illustration No. 23), the dancer leaps across three 

circles of colour. The actor is a dramatic chiaroscuro of coat tails, shoes and sideburns 



 - 226 -

                                                

against electric spotlights of intersecting red, blue and yellow. In coloured lights, green 

is a primary colour and produces yellow when mixed with red. The actor’s leap is 

pitched across the overlap of each spotlight, animating the space and forming a star 

pattern. He remains however merely an attribute, observed light effect or product of the 

light. His energetic shadow is transformed into a spectacle by the attributes of the 

ground—he does not animate the three beams of light, they are the source of 

illumination and the effect of his leap depends on their existence and holding power.  

 

While the painting pays an affectionate tribute to an admired film-actor and also to the 

Hollywood Musical, continuation of Gibbons’s religious symbolism can also be read 

into the image and pictorial event. The artist shows character and physical presence as a 

momentary, fleeting leap. The moment is known only as far as it is illumined. This is 

particularly apparent if the viewer orients the leap back into the black background: the 

leap is shown as a process of appearing and disappearing as the black-suited actor will 

disappear and be hidden by darkness upon alighting. Religious tradition identifies God 

with light. The three spotlights can be read as the Holy Trinity, the confluence of these 

sources as the divine light which animates being. Alternatively the dancer is strictly in 

the present, appearing and disappearing into the mysterious void.548  

 

As in the thought of W. B. Yeats and other turn-of-the-century Symbolists, the Dancer 

represents Unity of Being in the human personality, as well as the perfectly achieved 

art-work in which form and content have become one.549 Gibbons is thus consciously 

making a contemporary image of this symbol, wittily adding metaphysical questions 

about being, mystery and the void.  The pictorial event is wittily suggestive of 

 
548 These comments are based on statements made to me in interview by Gibbons. The 

religious nature of dance is suggested by many writers, including: Austin, Richard.  

Images of the Dance, Vision Press, 1975: For dancers the image of the leap is “both an 

academic step … one of the most basic of all human movements… (and more widely)  

All is, in both a natural and theological sense, a dance … (for) the whole of creation 

dances to a Divine rhythm…” p.22. 

549 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. This symbolism is noted by Gibbons in his 

1973 Desborough Galleries catalogue statement and was an extension of research for his 

1965 article . “The Reverend Stewart Headlam and the Emblematic Dancer”, prev. cit.
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Immanence as an approach to embracing the fleeting moment with joy, whilst 

nevertheless trusting in the wider stage or universe. Or, as Wilber describes it (quoting 

Emerson): “ ‘To live in the present, above time’, and to be a ‘son of the Moment’ thus 

seems to be the crux of the whole matter of eternity and unity consciousness, for the 

timeless present is none other than the straight and narrow way which is said to lead 

‘from time to eternity, from death to immortality’.”550

 

There is nothing quite like this use of symbolism in Australian figuration or religious 

art, or indeed international art of this time. Australian artists like Arthur Boyd tend to 

directly illustrate biblical stories whilst the more urban and contemporary references are 

from artists interested more in formal concerns.551 Colin McCahon, the only 

“international” artist also interested in re-framing Christian “religious symbols of an 

essentially European derivation” in an attempt to make the “invisible visible”, linked 

this symbolism to the New Zealand landscape.552 Gibbons broader understanding of a 

relevant setting enabled him to move beyond the natural environment to show that all 

environments and figurative actions, even artificial mass-mediated illusions, are 

inherently spiritual. This makes his interpretation and use of Christian symbolism quite 

unique. 

 

According to Robert Lindsay it is the artificiality of the dance routine and the out-of-

time maintaining of elaborate fashions that attracted Brack to “exploit” dancer images 

“to his own formalist artistic ends” rather than for symbolic purposes.553 Whilst 

Gibbons is interested in a similar geometric use of space as Brack, the essential point to 

Gibbons’s attraction is the general metaphor of the dance and the opportunity for witty 

or ironic subtexts. Dancer No. 3: Fred Astaire (1971; illustration No. 23) can be read as 

a witty comment on celebrities maintaining balance whilst being elevated to iconic 

status (which also makes it ironic as it is culture and artists such as Gibbons who make 

him an icon) and also as an ironic comment on such fame as being both timeless and 

fleeting. Present is the question of what, if we were to crop life and have it artificially 

 
550 Wilber, No Boundary, prev. cit. p.65. 
551 Crumlin, Rosemary. prev. cit. Boyd is illustrated pp.144-161. 
552 Bloem and Browne, prev. cit. p.222. 
553 Lindsay, Robert. John Brack A Retrospective, National Gallery of Victoria, 1987. 
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lit, would stand out along with the witty suggestion that often the richly coloured 

ground and background is of more interest than the individual.  

 

Yet there is also a presence of supported or balanced elegance to the leap, opposite to 

the struggling ascent from the material to the spiritual represented in the iconographical 

readings Gibbons applied to the Vorticist art he studied during his Doctorate (such as 

the work of Helen Saunders, Lawrence Atkinson and Wyndham Lewis).554 In this 

image the leap, although a stage bound performance, is carried and created as much as 

by the supporting lights (as well as the costume designers and so forth) as by the actor. 

Theological associations with grace abound, indicating a continuation of this theme 

from his more abstract Op art images from the period. However much fleeting or 

earthbound the action, the suggestion is that the leap and dance are enjoyed. Like most 

of Gibbons’s Pop images it can be read as an affectionate celebration of our aliveness. 

Aware that the dance has been a part of the celebration of the spirit for centuries he uses 

it to counter the visual metaphors for Gnostic doctrines of imprisonment in a world of 

materialism that he considered much of early Modernism to promote.555  

 

Jungian therapist Djohariah Toor argues that we are finally involved in a more 

conscious relationship with God when we feel the rhythm of life as a dance, for the 

“ritual of the dance is a movement of religious devotion that invites our whole being to 

move, not just our head.”556 It can be said that in this image Gibbons suggests that even 

if we seemingly dance within the contrived or artificial we are also abandoning 

ourselves within a mysterious and greater whole.  Furthermore the obvious tension 

between whether we should focus on the “star”, the action, or the mysterious ground, 

wittily illustrates the ironic awareness of ego and Self that Edinger argues occurs at the 

end of the individuation process; with the ego’s acceptance of separateness from, yet 

 
554 Later presented in his Jillian Bradshaw Memorial Lecture i.e. prev. cit. p.111. 
555 Ibid. Gibbons lecture on Vorticism and Gnosticism presented a moral and 

theological critique of Vorticist ideology. From the point of view of Christian orthodoxy 

the dualistic Manichaean doctrines on which such ideologies are based are heretical. In 

his lecture his central thesis is that spiritual regeneration of art is only possible through a 

Panofskian historical method of investigation and interpretation (p.3). 
556 Toor, Djohariah. The Road by the River, Harper Collins, New York, 1987, p.208. 
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reliance upon, the Self.557 The questions of where the boundaries of consciousness are 

and who is separated from whom (notions of self, culture, Self and God) are also central 

to Integral Studies and like-wise wittily present.558  

 

In 1975 Gibbons was commissioned to do a series of twelve film-star paintings for 

TVW Channel 7. He first completed fourteen smaller works on paper in poster paint. 

From these Channel 7 selected twelve for full scale treatment in acrylic paint on canvas. 

The maquettes were displayed in the Undercroft Gallery at U.W.A. under the title 

Vamps, Clowns and Hoodlums in 1976. Channel 7 went on to commission a further 

series of ten such portraits. A selection from the series was eventually hung in the Cine-

Centre complex, Perth. They are flat portrait outlines, limited in their range and strength 

of colour (see illustration No. 25). 

 

Hutchings, in a review of the Marquette’s exhibition, commented on how Gibbons’s use 

of film-stills moved beyond photographic documentation to provide “documentation” of 

the “synoptic” and “essentially ephemeral” aspects of reality.559 While the works in the 

exhibition  “illustrate his view that art ought to be recognizably related to the world 

about us”, the ideograms and iconic images of film stars of the 1920s and 1950s were 

for Hutchings not as nostalgic as the  “hand-painted, blown-up polarized clips and 

publicity stills” “rearranged into a cool balance proper to high art” to carry  the “ritual 

excitement”, “dignity” or “melancholy” of “life as permanence-in-change, of change in-

relative-permanence.”560   

 
557 Edinger, Edward. prev. cit. pp.131-156 details this separation that results in 

awareness of the ego’s reliance of the Self (his capitalization). 
558 An irony for Gibbons, and one that shares the Integralist’s perspective, is that 

binaries are actually aspects of one underlying reality. While useful conceptual 

frameworks they become a basis for psychological conflict when one mistakes their 

boundaries for a separation from “life”; which Gibbons views as sacred. How to deal 

with the “problems of living” amongst the illusions of the opposites is a feature of 

Gibbons’s oeuvre and the central problematic of his vanitas works. See Wilber, Ken. No 

Boundary, prev. cit. pp.25-27. 
559 Hutchings, Patrick. “Vamps, Clowns and Hoodlums A Review of Tom Gibbons’ 

Paintings”, Artlook, Vol. 2, no. 4, May 1976, p.3. 
560 Ibid. 
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This description recalls the intent of  Gibbons’s use of the vanitas tradition while his 

statements, in the conclusion of the same review - that “Reality is always 

contemporaneous: but we are not contemporaneous with all of our own reality … (and) 

In this lies the extraordinary power of the iconic representation of the recent past: we 

are as much past history as is anything else” – describes the philosophical historical 

resonances and irony always present in Gibbons’s oeuvre (and for that matter the work 

and sensibility of Andy Warhol).561

  

After viewing images that Gibbons had made of Boris Karloff as the Frankenstein 

Monster, TVW 7 commissioned Gibbons to make a series of film-star paintings for the 

new Cine-Centre complex in central Perth.562  

 

In deciding on the image to use he looked: 

 

         …to use the word in a slightly different sense, for the ‘archetypal’ image of each 

film-star. They proved enormously difficult to find. If you wanted the 

quintessential picture of Joan Crawford you’d have to go through maybe a 

 
561 Ibid. Of course I make the reference here to Warhol because of the pop nature of 

these portraits. However Warhol’s use of the vanitas, irony and historical references is 

well documented in the essays in Garrels, Gary. Editor, The Work of Andy Warhol, 

Discussions In Contemporary Culture Number 3, Dia Art Foundation, Bay Press 

Seattle, 1989. 
562 “That resulted in two commissions. The first one was for twelve and then another 

ten.” 

The artist’s commission was for paintings of Fred Astaire, Theda Bara, Humphrey 

Bogart, Charles Chaplin, Joan Crawford, Greta Garbo, Jean Harlow, Bela Lugosi, 

Edward G. Robinson, Gloria Swanson, Rudolph Valentino, and John Wayne. The first 

series so impressed the patrons that a second commission was made for portraits of 

Marlon Brando, Marlene Dietrich, Clarke Gable, Cary Grant, Rita Hayworth, Buster 

Keaton, Laurel and Hardy, Marilyn Monroe, Shirley Temple, and Mae West. 
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hundred images before you found one suitable to be transposed into those 

terms.563

 

He saw himself as working in the same broad territory as Warhol: 

 

          … but what I was doing was something different because I was interested in using 

these flat images and this technique to produce something which was flat and 

three-dimensional at the same time. So you have the flat area of clothing, and the 

shading to produce volume in the face.564

 

Gibbons’s practical-critical sensibility – his academic historical viewpoint and the 

dominance of Pop like fun throughout his oeuvre – as an alternative response to 

Modernism is summarized in his review of Peter Fuller’s “Theoria Art and the Absence 

of Grace” in Art and Australia. In this review are glimpses of the influence of the Pre-

Raphaelite movement on Gibbons’s own ideas, a summary of his own anti-formalist 

opposition to aspects of Modernism and a summary to why Pop dominates his 

sensibility: 

 

 (Fuller’s book) seeks to show how Ruskin’s views remain relevant today, how 

theoria lives on… how Ruskin’s views on the relation of art to human experience are 

supported by the findings of contemporary scientists such as E.O. Wilson and Benoit 

B. Mandelbrot, and how they may indeed lead us out of the impasse of post-

Modernism. 

       The final third  includes a re-writing of the history of Modernism, emphasizing 

the continuing vein of transcendentalism in Modernist painting, and demonstrating 

that the major Modernist painters have in fact been consistently ‘reactionary’ in their 

sensible opposition to bogus nineteenth-century doctrines of pseudo-scientific 

materialism such as Marxism. 

         Fuller’s anti-formalist re-writing of the history of Modernism is long overdue. 

For historically, although Darwinism did indeed initially bring about a ‘loss of faith 

in the immanence of God within natural forms’, evolutionary concepts had as early 

                                                 
563 Gibbons, 1997 prev. cit. 
564 Ibid. 
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as 1880 become the means to a triumphant reassertion of pantheistic vitalism, 

frequently of a mystical variety, which underlay the whole Early Modernist 

movement. Future generations will surely find it bizarre that this entire movement of 

transcendental idealism should have been completely misinterpreted by reputable 

twentieth-century critics until fairly recently as one of trivially formalist and 

decorative ‘arts for art’s sake’.   …I would certainly challenge Fuller’s 

disparagement of Pop painting as ‘all that Pop silliness’ (p.222). Pop came as a 

highly desirable reaction against the ludicrous pomposity, pretentiousness, and 

rejection of everyday human life which characterized the Abstract Sublime 

posturings of bombastic would-be magi such as Pollock, Newman and Rothko. There 

is surely every reason why we should have sub-genres of art that are witty, demotic, 

and satirical: why we should have painterly Dunciads as well as painterly King 

Lears.565

 

As presented here, re-engaging with the Immanence of the present is a complex process 

that can lead to blind alleys of posturing and rejection of the metaphysical wealth of the 

everyday. The complexity is a result of the tension between romantic imagining and 

spiritual consciousness, and the relationship between these and how types of experience 

are determined.  

 

Gibbons argues that much of Modernism’s pomposity is the result of it being 

disassociated from the everyday. He implies here, and argues this more vigorously 

elsewhere, that this is caused by the rejection of the immanent for a transcendent 

experience that ends up disdaining the very instrument that allows for such 

consciousness – the human body and the elements of everyday life.566  According to 

Wilber this viewpoint is one that initially relies on creative detachment that moves a 

person towards transpersonal awareness and away from exclusive attachment to 

everyday objects. It is only after witnessing the personal subjectivities of attachment 

that one can understand transpersonal patterns. The process moves towards the 

 
565 Gibbons, Tom. “Theoria: Art and the Absence of Grace (Fuller)”, Art and Australia, 

Vol.27, No.3, Autumn, 1990, pp.403-404. Gibbon’s interest in Peter Fuller’s work is 

based on Fuller’s insistence that the question of value be a part of the post-modern 

aesthetic (phone interview Gibbons and author, June 22, 2004) 
566 See previous section on abstraction for these views. 
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transcendent but does not bring unity and compassion until the world is seen as “our 

own self.”567 Complicating the process is that inherent in creative detachment are states 

of consciousness subject to projective fantasies, de-personalization and 

disassociation.568 For Gibbons wit and irony provide creative detachment but also the 

necessary humorous viewpoint to protect against negative states. Indeed, as has been 

shown, he has worked through his personal subjectivities to see metaphysical meaning 

in the material world. Yet, as also alluded to in his review above, such subjectivities 

initiate and underlay the entire process and remain problematic if not transcended.  

 

There are many shades of detachment that, although viewed by the experiencer as 

sublime, are ironically emotional attachments and it is these that Gibbons is, as 

indicated in his review, wary of. Indeed his statements about Pop at the end are a 

warning that experience of the metaphysical within the everyday is more “spiritual” 

than extraordinary states of a transcendental nature. Gibbons wariness over self-

delusion, or unwholesome mental states, that mis-interpret subjective conscious 

experiences as “divine” is the basis of his reliance on tradition. His belief is that one can 

cultivate a conscious experience of Immanence through understanding the relationship 

between consciousness, cultural patterns and mental states.  As argued in this 

dissertation he does not deny subjectivity, he enjoys chance and play, but he deals with 

the resulting patterns through appreciative wit and irony rather than believing he has 

discovered some sublime emotion unavailable to others.569 Thus although agreeing that 

the divine eternal is inexpressible, Gibbons also argues that it can still only be perceived 

as the natural state of every object via a religious tradition that makes this divine 

apparent in the everyday.  

 

Alluded to in Gibbons’s review of Fuller is his viewpoint on Romanticism and 

Modernism that esoteric and occult practices establish and maintain imaginative 

boundaries between the simple experience of the everyday available to everyone and 

 
567 Wilber, No Boundary, prev. cit Chapter 9, quote from p.134. 
568 See Edinger, prev. cit. Kornfield and Welwood, prev. citations also discuss these 

states. 
569 He considers the new creationists as misguided as theosophists, indeed their works 

are published by Theosophical off-prints: Gibbons phone interview with author June 22, 

2004. 
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that, if indulged in, such practices eventually lead to multiplicities which hide rather 

than reveal the mutually dependent and interpenetrating meaning of unity that 

“tradition” keeps us in relation with. For Gibbons the eternal divine, being no further 

than this present moment, is most easily realized through the paradox of the inseparable 

unity of the past, future and present apparent in the moment by moment immanence of 

Christ.570   

 

The suggestive presence of such understandings in the background of this review is 

determined by a sensibility honed by much cultivation. The resulting concerns about the 

continuing vein of transcendentalism in Modernist painting and how to deal with its 

influence is not just one that has pre-occupied Gibbons. The academic research by 

Gibbons, on the power of the romantic and spiritual imagination on the development of 

Modernism, has also been firmly established by colleagues such as Smith who show 

how “Theosophy became the most powerful ideological doctrine influencing the first 

generations of Formalesque artists and continued to be highly influential during the 

hegemony of the style throughout the first half of the twentieth century.”571  Thus 

Gibbons’s own quest for a universalizing practice can be read as a response to these 

Modernist ideologies that challenges them on their own relational ground; the essence 

of his insight being that the patterns of meaning we weave are always interwoven with 

tradition and the visual field of everyday things and events. This is a Pop and realist-

classical sensibility rather that an expressionist or transcendent-abstract one. Yet 

ironically Gibbons’s approach can also be read as more mystical than classical for 

when, as argued by Mathew Fox, the via creative or God as artist is seen as the first 

cause, when the divine is seen as the central virtue of all things (Aquinas), and all 

created things are seen to stand in relation to God (Aristotle), the artist becomes a “co-

worker with God” (Dionysius and 1 Cor. 3:9).572  

 

Whilst it was essays in Art and Australia and working on the University Picture 

Committee that had made Gibbons aware of Australian artists working in a Pop-like 

 
570 Ibid. 
571 Smith, Bernard. Modernism’s History, University of New South Wales Press, 1998 

p. 72. 
572 Fox, Mathew. Sheer Joy Conversations With Thomas Aquinas On Creation 

Spirituality, Harper SanFrancisco, 1992, p.245 and p.251. 
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idiom (such as Richard Larter, Mike Brown, Robert Rooney and Robert Boynes), he 

considered the metaphysical and art historical basis of his practice beyond their limited 

interests.573  

 

During this period, similar to his use of early Modernists such as Braque and Picasso in 

his late 1950s work, it was his awareness of the history of the icon and the mask in 

European “work as varied as les Demoiselles d’Avignon and The Circus” that informed 

his approach, rather than any Australian Pop aesthetic.574 The devotional aspect of 

Modernism and Gibbons’s use of this strand in his Annunciation and Film Star Icon 

images would become more fully developed through his exploration of the vanitas 

genre. 

          

13. The Importance of the Vanitas Tradition 

In the period that Gibbons wrote his Doctorate, the influence and sources of the occult 

on and in Modernism had not been generally accepted. But during the 1970s interest in 

some of the many ways in which spiritual evolutionary thinking had developed during 

the1880-1920 period, and then permeated Modern Western thought and culture, began 

to gather broader momentum. Gibbons’s Rooms in the Darwin Hotel, based on his PhD 

research, was published by U.W.A. Press in 1973 and by the end of the decade those 

interested in making conceptual and historical maps of these sources and their 

developments, such as Wilber, had published their first texts and models.575  

                                                 
573 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
574 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. These references to Picasso and 

Léger indicate his awareness of the devotional aspects of modern culture. Picasso’s use 

of tribal masks in the former also provides a possible reading for the film star’s “mask” 

as deceptive or as primordial as the tribal. Reference to this particular Picasso painting 

also allows an ironic reading of the film star “icon” as tied to the idea of sexual 

commerce.  
575 Gibbons, e-mail to author 26 August 2003, authors collection. A digital edition was 

published in 2002: 

http://www.modjourn.brown.edu/mjp/DarwinHotel/ForewordRIDH.htm. 

Wilber’s fist texts attempting to integrate models and systems of consciousness were 

The Spectrum of Consciousness (Wheaton, 1977) and No Boundary: Eastern and 

http://www.modjourn.brown.edu/mjp/DarwinHotel/ForewordRIDH.htm
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Within the art field much excellent writing on this topic has appeared since Gibbons’s 

studies and the publication of his book, however the implications of the connection 

between occult doctrines and symbolist theories of the transcendental kind were further 

demonstrated, shortly after the publication of his book, with the English publication in 

1974 of Philippe Jullian’s Dreamers of Decadence: Symbolist Painters of the 1890s 

(which Gibbons read).576 Thus by the mid 1970s Gibbons was intellectually assured that 

his interest in the “vitally important links and continuities between late-nineteenth and 

early-twentieth century painting and aesthetics” were of international importance and 

willing to use the burgeoning plurality of that decade to practically and more directly 

explore such links of Modernism with religious tradition.577  

 
Western Approaches to Personal Growth (Shambhala, 1979). In his The Eye of Spirit 

(Shambhala, 1997) Wilber has designated these 1970s texts as belonging to his early 

“Wilber-I” “Romantic” phase, indicating Gibbons 1960s view that the ego “I” of the 

romantic has to be worked through to find the ground of the larger Self is a position that 

Wilber also later arrived at. For an annotated list of Wilber’s publications see The 

Essential Ken Wilber An Introductory Reader, prev. cit. pp.187-190.  
576 Since then various historians and curators, such as Sixten Ringbom and Maurice 

Tuchman, have written extensively on this topic. 
577 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. Directly quoted is the foreword to the 

digital edition prev. cit.  

The 1970s was the decade where the definition of art practice broadened – with craft 

subjects and then photography  being offered as major areas for studies at WAIT(until 

1974 craft subjects were offered solely as minor electives). See Walker, David. “Craft” 

Artlook, Vol. 3, No. 11/12, 1977, p.10. There was also a burgeoning of exhibition 

venues opening: with Galerie Düsseldorf  in the lower concourse of Allendale Square in 

Perth, Carroll’s Gallery opening above the Carroll’s bookshop in Perth (Mark Saunders 

the proprietor became a board member of A.G.W.A.),  Aboriginal Traditional Arts in 

Perth,  the Fine Arts Gallery in Adelaide Terrace, Perth, Jocalyn’s Art and Craft gallery 

in Perth, Tater’s Place in North Perth, the Miller Gallery opening in Broadway, 

Nedlands, Collectors Gallery in West Perth, Churchill Gallery in Subiaco, The Rhode 

Gallery in Shenton Park, the Ithaca Gallery and Taureen Gallery opening in Cottesloe, 

Osborne Gallery in Osborne Park, Studio 37 in South Perth, the Colonial Arts Centre 

opening in Rockingham. Alongside the influx of commercial gallery spaces was an 
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Aware of this history of ideas and wanting to employ and foreground a less 

“degenerated” history of ideas, Gibbons had began seriously in 1969-70 to look 

theoretically away from the hermetic endeavours of Modern art based upon sweeping 

paradigmatic metaphors or artistic creation, towards an art practice employing 

conventional and traditional iconographic motifs.578 For this renewal Gibbons looked 

towards Panofsky and traditional characteristics, such as the vanitas tradition, that his 

own research indicated underlay the intentions of the Modernist hermetic vision such as 

that of the cubists.579  

 
increase in co-operative galleries such as Praxis and Gallery G in Perth. Outer lying 

areas also had Gallery Spaces opening with the Roleystone Group (see the section on 

Voudouris) opening on  Brookton Highway (they re-opened as Cobblers Pool Gallery 

with solely a craft focus in 1977); Angie’s Cottage Handcraft in Byford. The latter 

specialised in pottery and crafts and was run by Angie Farman who took over 

Collectables Gallery in East Victoria Park in the early 1980s before moving premises to 

East Fremantle and becoming New Collectables. Joyce and Jim Booth opened the 

Artists Gallery (mainly exhibiting the Dale Society of Artists co-ordinated by Safety 

Bay painter Dorothy Liley and arts co-ordinator Kath Wilkinson) on the road from 

Fremantle to Armadale, Judith Collett held exhibitions for the “Shoalwater Group” in 

halls around Rockingham and 

George Wilkinson organized similar exhibitions in the Rockingham and Cockburn and 

Fremantle areas for the Cockburn Art Group. Thus by the middle of the decade Helen 

Weller could state in Artlook that “Perth, if one includes the surrounding hills districts, 

is pretty well supplied with art galleries.” See Weller, Helen. “Collect Yourself, Please.” 

Artlook, Vol. 1, No. 10, October 1975, p.16. The boom of the 1970s was first suggested 

to me by Arthur Collett. For evidence see gallery notes and “Happenings” in various 

Artlook volumes from this period e.g. the Artists Gallery in Artlook, Vol. 5, No. 2, 

February 1979, p.6. 
578 See Moffit, John F. “Hermeticism In Modern Art: An Introduction” Cauda Pavonis,  

The Hermetic text Society Newsletter, Vol. 6, No. 1 Spring 1987, for these categories. 
579 Developed later into essays such as: Gibbons, Tom. “Hermetic Vision and “Vanitas” 

Motifs in Early Cubist Still-lifes” Cauda Pavonis, The Hermetic text Society 

Newsletter, Vol. 6, No. 1, Spring 1987, pp.9-15. This article indicates his thorough 

knowledge of the Vanitas tradition. It suggests that much of the employment of text by 
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From his earliest 1955 works to his 2004 flower series, a dominant genre employed by 

Gibbons is that of the still-life. Naturally the question why Gibbons has continually and 

consistently employed this genre over a period of forty years arises and whether there is 

a particular “metaphysical” pattern observable within this.  

 

Indeed is can be seen that Gibbons has continually formed still-life work around the 

repeated use of certain motifs. The obvious question is: why have these specific 

elements been selected? What is the purpose of Gibbons’s continued use of wallpaper 

backgrounds featuring apples and flowers (as in Bronzed Aussies, 1989), the clock, 

skull, fruit and wine (in a suite of works in 1984, 1989 and 1991-1998) and the tickets, 

gift-wraps, drink packages and cards collaged or reproduced in series made from 1981 

to the present?  

 

Panofsky’s method of investigation and interpretation defined art as a matter of 

convention. Understanding art is primarily a historical exercise.580 From this view-point 
 

Gibbons through out his Vanitas works is a result of studying “the jokes in Cubist still-

lifes”, as their works are for more-than-formalist concerns, being “expressions of a 

Metaphysical wit far profounder than has hitherto been acknowledged” (p.14). As it was 

published during the period he was developing his Duccio series, it also indicates how 

had recognized the influence of these motifs on the transcendental views of Modernism 

and thus wished to contribute an “immanent” interpretation to the religious intentions of 

this genre.  
580 In 1989 Tom Gibbons presented the Jillian Bradshaw Memorial Lecture for Curtin 

University. Past presenters of this public lecture by distinguished speakers had been 

Peter Fuller (1984), Ursula Hoff (1985), Fred Cress (1986), Humphrey McQueen (1987) 

and Julie Lewis (1988). Gibbons’s Jillian Bradshaw Memorial Lecture concerned his 

academic interest in Vorticism and was titled ‘Vorticism and Gnosticism’. Gibbons 

analysed meaning in paintings using the schematic approach of the art-historian Erwin 

Panofsky. In the lecture he emphasised knowledge of literary sources and the history of 

recurring motifs and ideas as important for interpreting art-historical knowledge. In his 

delivery Gibbons presented a moral and theological critique of Vorticist ideology from 

the point of view of Christian orthodoxy. The lecture provides important avenues for 

interpretation of Gibbons’s own work.  
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Gibbons is simply a practitioner of conventions and tradition. Understanding his art-

imagery is a matter of familiarity with his sources, and knowledge about the traditions 

on which he bases his ideas and motifs. The intention for Gibbons was that this then 

does not create a great deal of work for the viewer. We do not have to guess at his 

emotions or track down biographical details. From his point of view the conventional 

nature of the motifs and genres, which recur throughout his oeuvre, makes for an 

accurate interpretation of the works. How then can we understand his particular use of 

conventions? 

 

Gibbons is aware that still-life is often regarded as a lowly genre, with the motifs chosen 

as elements of shape and colour. He regrets that it is conventionally taught in art schools 

as a problem of form rather than as a tableau for subject-matter holding traditional 

significance, seeing still-life as a genre that combines objects in order to make visible 

particular meanings.  

 

    When I was a student in Hull [1946-50] I must have seen Cornelius 

Gysbrechts’1664 Vanitas in the Ferens Art Gallery, but had no recollection of 

it. Many years later, my colleague and friend David Ormerod, who’d passed 

through Hull when on study-leave, put a postcard reproduction of it on my door 

at the University. I was immediately struck by it as a way of doing still-life and 

giving it meaning. I became interested in doing a kind of synthesis of what I’d 

been doing and what these Vanitas paintings showed me. I read up as much as I 

could on Vanitas painting and then began composing my own.  I amassed 

various props. Photographed them, xeroxed them and coloured the xeroxes with 

the airbrush. You will be aware of the grapes representing Christ’s Passion. The 

musical instrument representing the fleetingness of time, the book representing 

the fleetingness of scholarly learning. Each prop a part of tradition.581

 

His interest in this area of art history also derived from his earlier doctoral studies at 

Cambridge (1964-65):  

 

 
581 Gibbons, interview with author, 1997, prev. cit. 
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It was doing my research into Orage and people like Havelock Ellis which 

made it clear to me that they were being influenced by various kinds of 

mysticism, particularly Theosophy, and that’s something which I’ve gone on 

investigating. That’s where it all happened—my interest in mystical, Christian 

and other traditions. I have continued, both as an art historian and with 

references in my own work, to include these interests. There’s certainly an 

element of Christian mysticism in my work. Stanley Spencer would be a 

perfect example of perceiving the macrocosm taking place in a microcosm— 

the events of Scripture taking place in everyday life. That’s part of the 

tradition.582

 

Gibbons found it ironic that as an independent genre, still-life emerged from the 

background of religious painting in the sixteenth century, leading to the emergence of 

the Vanitas tradition, in which artists used everyday elements symbolically.583 From 

this developed the Vanitas tradition in which artists used everyday elements 

symbolically to give religious meditative value to the private and domestic. Books, 

butterflies, cards, flowers, food and drink, musical instruments, skulls and other objects 

were used as symbols of transience and a reminder of ever-present death. Gibbons’s 

sense of irony comes into play as the Vanitas genre is regarded as the first secular use of 

religious symbolism but also by some as the break with narrative tradition that resulted 

in Modernism.584 There is further irony and wit in that “there is a sub-genre of vanitas 

painting which bespeaks the mortality of the artists himself, and the transience of his 

 
582 Ibid. See also McNamara Time+Machine, prev. cit. pp.26-27, where I also quote this 

interview. 
583 Ibid. This history of the vanitas tradition is also given in: Schapiro, Meyer. “The 

Apples of Cézanne: An Essay on the Meaning of Still-life”, Modern Art: 19th and 20th 

Centuries Selected Papers, New York, George Braziller, 1979, p.19. As Meyer Schapiro 

explains the still-life genre stands for sober objectivity, self-discipline and concentration 

while evoking the mystical and metaphysical. It expresses the intimate and personal 

without leaving the concreteness of the everyday. 
584 Ibid. 
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works … and the symbolism may of course work in two ways at once, encouraging us 

to make the very most of each moment of life while we still can.”585

 

Meyer Schapiro explains, in an essay on Cézanne and the meaning of still-life, that the 

genre stands for sober objectivity, self-discipline and concentration whilst evoking the 

mystical and metaphysical. Still-life expresses the intimate and personal without leaving 

the concreteness of the everyday: “the still-life picture, to a greater degree than the 

landscape or historical painting owes its composition to the painter, yet more than these 

seems to represent a piece of everyday reality”.586 The objects in a still-life are heraldry 

of a sensibility and a way of life. As a genre it offers qualities between classicism and 

realism suitable to (and characteristic of) Gibbons’s interest in both religion and the 

everyday. The concept of idolatry, and therefore the problematic of iconoclasm 

extending into the prohibition of images, is traceable back to the Jewish series of nouns 

given to the definition of “idol” and all associated with “a ven” or vanity: - these include 

nothingness, lie, iniquity, excrement, abomination and statue – and are all inferences 

that can be discerned at the base of vanitas symbolism.587

 

Gibbons decided that the confluence of everyday objects with the metaphysical could be 

wittily represented by placing them in still-life arrangements which evoked the vanitas 

tradition. There were several levels of irony based on the historical distortions of this 

history and the transcendent-immanent paradox. These include how the everyday 

objects of consumer escape become sober reminders of spiritual amnesia and yet how 

such sobering thoughts are inverted if the self-contraction into fear is seen by the viewer 

 
585 Gibbons, Tom. Artist documentation for “Vanitas Still-Lifes in Honour of Duccio” 

1989. Many of the Forty still-lifes exhibited in 1981 were artist’s vanitas i.e. Still-Life: 

Studio Interior (artist vanitas BLAST). This comment indicates that Gibbons sensibility 

can be described as exhibiting the traits of Lozowick’s “Enlightened Duality”, Caplan, 

prev. cit. 
586 Schapiro, Meyer. prev. cit. p.21 
587 The list of Jewish nouns is given in Besancon, Alain. prev. cit. p.65. I have made the 

connection between Jewish “ven” and the vanitas tradition; to my knowledge not made 

elsewhere. Gibbons implies that it is in these everyday objects that we partake of the 

pre-ordained cycle of death and renewal. The wit is to suggest life is nothingness and 

everything and thus ironically grace; see above. 
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as being based on a fallacy of separateness. To use Wilber’s descriptions of maya and 

samsara, the restrictive illusions of reality are stepped out of when absolute reality is 

realized because “paradox is simply the way nonduality looks to the mental level.”588 In 

other words the union of the metaphysical with the finite and limited produces paradox 

but once the contradictions and characteristics of each ironic layer is traced there 

appears a nondual core; the previous ironies are then seen to be levels of play.589   

 

Gibbons’s oeuvre plays out the paradoxes and thus exemplifies a conscious struggle to 

find a synthesis between pictorial and conceptual modes. While his Modernist 

sensibility can be read as shifting from form to idea - the nominalism of Duchamp was 

fully understood by Gibbons and he played with the tautology of art as object and as a 

presentation of the artist’s intention – he nevertheless used art to engage with  the 

Hegelian dialectic of making form into meaning; without resorting to Mondrian’s 

Neoplasticism.590 Thus his academic research into the historical relationship between 

spiritual and occult ideas and the development of early Modernism in the arts advanced 

his art along neo-classic lines. A working back and forwards between a symbolic 

sensibility and a playful use of material from the “real world” sums up the artistic 

tension in Gibbons’s entire oeuvre; one which is particularly evident in his use of the 

Vanitas genre. 

 

It is caused by the art work being on the one hand a material object, and on the other 

hand an embodiment of ideas which are tied to a certain subject-matter and imagery. It 

is a tension between the poetic or transcendent, and a formalist play with composition 

 
588 Wilber, The Essential Ken Wilber, prev. cit. p.52. 
589 Ibid, pp.1-2, p.53 and pp.128-129. This is also what I argue to be Gibbons’s 

sensibility.  
590 A conceptual framework engaged with by modernism and Australian conceptualists 

such as Ian Burn. See Ramsden, Mel. “Making art from a different place”, in Ian Burn 

Minimal-Conceptual Work 1965-1970, A.G.W.A., 1992: “The defence of abstraction 

had enlisted Hegel by essentialising form as the transcendental signifier and symbolic 

vehicle of the spirit/idea. …Hegel had been largely forgotten in the post-war elaboration 

of Modernist aesthetics. But his shadow continued to haunt both the 

historicist/teleological conception of Modernism and the conceptualist revision of its 

Kantian foundations.” 
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and arrangement, where the subject matter is not tied to any particular meaning. In the 

words of the art historian Erwin Panofsky, ‘Understood as copies of the sensory world, 

works of art are divested of a more symbolic meaning: understood as revelations of 

ideas, they are divested of the timeless validity and self-sufficiency which properly 

belongs to them’.591 However for Gibbons the use of symbolism that could be anchored 

by art tradition added a conceptual depth that was valid and culturally timeless. The 

“sensory world” could symbolically transcend into the world of ideas through the 

tradition of vanitas, yet its symbolism, tied to representation of the everyday, also made 

the ideals of Christian theology immanent.  

 

In particular the vanitas tradition gives insight into both the process of attachment and 

the impermanence of the world. All religions aim at such contemplation to arrive at 

understanding of the abiding or non-abiding selves; between the ego and the Christ or 

Buddha nature.592 Within the vanitas tradition images of the world’s forms helps the 

viewer to realize that forms as mind objects gives rise to a mind attached to desire. In 

Buddhist terms such attachment to desire leads “around the wheel of birth and 

death.”593 In Christian terms such desire is a mental condition of alienation from the 

divine, overcome through discipline and contemplation; as is in operation when looking 

at a vanitas. Such desire-nature evolves through evolution into “objective” realization 

that the original substance of reality is “change” within plurality. For both Buddhism 

and Christianity the end of desire and union with the Self (God) is through 

contemplation on the impermanence of life (resulting in the ego’s “death”).594 Such 

contemplation, as Gibbons’s endeavours to show, paradoxically results in the individual 

seeing within the qualities and forms of life’s diversity a complete unity.595

 
591 Erwin Panofsky in 1924, see: Peake, Joseph J.S. trans. Idea: A Concept in Art 

Theory, Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1968, p.32. 
592 Gaskell, prev. cit. 
593 Vanitas are akin to the “seeing feeling inside feeling” so as to end attachment as 

described by Achaan Dhammandaro in Kornfield, Jack. Living Buddhist Masters, Unity 

Press, Santa Cruz, 1977, p.263. 
594 Edinger, Edward. Prev. cit. p.56, p.87, p.96, p.117 and p.156. See also Wilber, Ken. 

prev. cit. pp.170-175.  
595 See various entries in Gaskell, prev. cit. In relation to my discussion on “Evolution” 

within this dissertation pp.256 (Evolution) and p.257 (Exile) are particularly relevant. 
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However the paradox of such contemplation can initially (and permanently for those 

who don’t complete the process) lead to a loss of meaning.596 That “emotional” 

meaning is part of the smaller “subjective” self, which is nevertheless part of a larger 

“objective” self, is part of the irony present in the journey of consciousness towards 

wholeness.597 The paradoxes of the “world-creating” qualities of the different 

experiential levels and psychic process are mapped by psychologists and Integral 

theorists but such “spirals” of irony present complexities for paradigmatic models.598 

For Edinger one of the symptoms of alienation in the Modern age is the loss of the 

symbolic life and the degraded understanding of imagery which contributes to a loss of 

meaning.599  Gibbons’s oeuvre is about the continuation of such imagery and hence he 

suggests that the symbols are not lost, however he also questions how conscious the 

Modern audience is of the meaning. While not going as far as Edinger to suggest that 

this resulted in a loss of meaning and thus alienation, he nevertheless acknowledges in 

his oeuvre that the meaning of art “content” is a contested site. Indeed Gibbons would, 

 
For the symbolic similarities between Buddhist and Christian imagery see Campbell, 

prev. cit, pp. 26-31.  Khan, Hazrat Inayat. The Unity of Religious Ideals, Sufi Order 

Publications, New York, 1979, is also relevant reading here.  

In early 2006, when this dissertation was being finalized, some slides of a 1984 

“Vanitas suite” titled “Images of sin” came to light. One image uses the text “The 

Wages of sin is death but the gift of God is eternal life through Christ” (see illustration 

No. 41), indicating the basis of the series in Christology and Gibbons interest in 

Immanence. That Gibbons chose not to exhibit or destroyed these more overt “sin” 

based images supports my reading that he moved his use of the vanitas genre to 

exploring the Incarnation/Immanence aspect of transience.  
596 Edinger, Edward. Prev. cit. pp.107-108. This loss of meaning is described in 

religious texts as “the dark night of the soul”. See: Kornfield, Jack. A Path With Heart, 

prev. cit., particularly Part 2 and chapter 10, is a useful introduction. 
597 Ibid. p.156. and p.165. See also Kornfield, Jack prev. cit. particularly Chapter 13 

“No Boundaries to the Sacred” and Chapter 23 “Enlightenment Is Intimacy With All 

Things”. It can be said that the Zen sayings or koans of unity are often seen by those not 

at the required experiential level as absurd.  
598 Ibid. 
599 Ibid. p.50, p.56, pp.107-110 and p.130. 
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in his later series such as Fun And Games, question how much meaning could be 

anchored by tradition (see later in this dissertation), agreeing in part with Hutchings’s 

argument that meaning is the viewer’s dilemma: 

 

“All is Vanity’, but is Vanity all? 

           The TV, endured for an hour, gives you the sort of thing Gibbons can freeze for 

you, so you can look at it as often — or as seldom — as you wish. Gibbons’ 

colours do not seduce you: there is no handmade trompe l'œil either: but you are 

fascinated by the subliminal promise of — order. As in the mathematical sublime, 

reason’s idea of ultimate order asserts itself, even when it cannot get its actual 

satisfaction. Behind the happenstance of the array, it is promised: a meaning is to 

be found. Of course this is all, as Kant would say, ‘an Ideal of Reason’. The artist 

is not to blame if meaning fails to turn up to the appointment. The artist is more 

like a craftsman than like a magus…”600

 

Although 1960 works such as Moon and Bottle Still-Life (1961) can be considered as 

vanitas it is during the early 1980s that Gibbons began to consistently base the 

iconographical effect of his work upon the enduring pictorial traditions and values of 

the Vanitas. By 1983 all of Gibbons’s still-lifes had become Vanities; still-lifes using 

the symbolic detail that promoted spiritual contemplation of the transience of life 

discussed above (see illustration No.’s 36-38, 40 and 41). Gibbons’s interest in the 

genre was further supported by the fact that it is a religious painting tradition that was 

also used by twentieth-century Pop artists such as Audrey Flack and Andy Warhol.601 

To indicate the acceptance within such strands of Modernism of the importance of such 

a tradition Gibbons made several references to Flack’s work (see illustration No. 36).   

 

 
600 Prev. cit. p.4. 
601 The earliest vanitas in existence is regarded as a 1603 Dutch painting by Jacques de 

Gheyn the Elder in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Fairbrother). Warhol’s skull series 

have been linked to the vanitas the tradition by Trevor Fairbrother, see his essay p.108 

in The Work of Andy Warhol, Discussions in Contemporary Culture No. 3, ed. Gary 

Garrels, Dia Art Foundation 1989. 
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These references show that he was well aware that an infatuation with the signs and 

banality of popular culture can make for an art which looks trivial and kitschy, and that 

equating signs from the Modern environment with the connotations of the Vanitas and 

other historical traditions can be miss-read. He thus shows that art is a matter of 

interpreting convention and that this is a historical exercise by referencing the 

iconography of particular artists as well as the history of a medium. This became very 

directed, when he required accurate interpretation of his motifs, in his Homage To 

Duccio series (1989; illustration No.’s 47 and 48). 

 

However it is in his earlier still-life Studio Interiors and Art-history series (1981; 

discussed elsewhere in this thesis as the Düsseldorf Forty Still-lifes) that you see him 

working towards his 1983-84 vanitas application. In these art-making within such an 

historical system becomes a conscious re-organisation of the world to a set series of 

relationships. Gibbons’s research into the Vanitas tradition allowed him to connect 

contemporary media imagery with conventional symbolism. Such symbolism also 

enabled him to find a continuation of Christian tradition that was not transcendental but 

rooted in contemplation of the everyday. Even when he later came to collage 

contemporary commercial images not chosen primarily for their Vanitas potential, as in 

the Fun and Games series of 1993-95, he found that there is a limited range of images 

produced by the mass-media and that these readily associate themselves with Vanitas 

symbolism.602 The repeated and associative use of media images as Vanitas symbols 

stresses language as a cultural system. Thus advertising, as a type of still-life connected 

to desire, corresponds to a particular set of connotations. Similar to the Vanitas 

 
602 His use of mass-media images for his collages and vanitas is to feature “evaluative 

connotations” encountered in a wide range of contemporary texts. This is in some ways 

an educational agenda outlined in his approach to “enhancing” the experience and  

study of literature where he recommends the study of  “jokes, strip-cartoons in 

newspapers, television situation-comedies and even television ‘commercials’” because 

such study “is not an elitist position but an awareness of a situation where in short, the 

distinctive features encountered in  passages of literary writing are everywhere about us, 

and the more we learn to recognize them in other forms of discourse, the more easily 

will we be able to recognize them in works of literature.” See Gibbons, Tom. Literature 

and Awareness An introduction to the close reading of prose and verse, prev. cit. pp.96-

98. 
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symbolism it appeals to vanity, evokes the sumptuous and ephemeral, whets the appetite 

for consumption and thus interplays with death.  

 

Hutchings reads such use of mass-media imagery as a metaphor for the Modern 

condition: 

 

         One suspects, too, that Gibbons takes the superabundance of images as a metaphor 

of the Modern condition, where while some people don’t get enough, those who 

get enough tend to get, as well, too much. They are exhorted by images to 

consume consumer items for which their only need is a need created by the 

images themselves of the needless things. As the Preacher said, ‘All is vanity’: or, 

to update, ‘In the present state of capitalism we are all in the same idiot box’.603

 

However he fails to see within such abundance a repetition that can lead to any 

meaning: 

 

          Even if single images, or rationalized sets of images have real use — as they do, 

think of the illustrated textbook — the sheer superabundance of images in the 

twentieth-century tends to flood out utility itself, becoming the very reverse: a 

gratuitous manifold, unsummable and indeterminate. We are awash with ennui’s, 

flooded by visual trivia … 

            …Images have become since the seventeenth century the problem rather than 

the solution. They no longer carry clear meanings: their sheer numerousness 

makes for incoherence. Too much ‘text’ entails a superfluity of intertext, blurred 

readings abound, and aspire even to be the very norm. 

 

My argument is that Gibbons’s reductionism sets boundaries for this “superabundance” 

that renders them meaningful rather than trivial. 

 

 
603 McNamara, Time+Machine, prev. cit. p.4. 
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In works such as Audrey Flack ‘Vanitas’ (1983; illustration No. 36) Gibbons combines 

his study of the Vanitas genre with his interest in film-stars and the work of other 

artists: 

 

Audrey Flack does those great big hyper-realist air-brushed Vanitas paintings. I 

saw an exhibition of her work in New York. I brought a book back with me and 

incorporated part of Audrey Flack’s 1977 Marilyn (Vanitas) into my own 

Vanitas. The standard emblems are there—skull, grapes, apple, alarm-clock for 

time, the 16mm film spool represents my interest in film. 

That goes back to my days as a student when I used to run a film society and 

show films on a 16mm projector. It also represents the Wheel of Fortune, 

which is also on the Tarot card in the Audrey Flack Vanitas. The shell, 

according to some interpreters, represents the empty tomb after Christ’s 

Resurrection. Other say it’s a satire on the Dutch craze for shell-collecting. At 

the time that I used it I thought that it was a Christian symbol.604

 

Gibbons’s intention is that the Modern milieu of media messages and common objects 

may be used to create works of art which evoke deeply embedded beliefs. From this 

point of view it can be read that technology and mass production have not brought about 

brave new directions but merely reiterated cultural icons and rituals. Suddenly 

Modernism and post-Modernism are exposed as continuous with the past, and the world 

of consumerism is revealed as a site of traditional spiritual concerns. There are several 

levels of irony, the first being that such symbolism continues to exist and hence can be 

regarded as a visible manifestation of universal, and not merely Modern, themes and 

experiences.605 A second irony is that Modernism and consumerism are not as alienated 

or disruptive of the immanent as early Modernist transcendentalists argued. Gibbons’s 

wit is to show the “pagan” world of romantic desires, represented by Modern goods and 

their connotations of consumerist liberation, as infused with Christian symbolism as the 

sixteenth-century fine-art vanitas. The mechanized decorous surface of the Modern is 

ironically shown to be less shallow than its materialistic worshipers would identify, the 

humour being his suggestion that they inhabit and commune with Christian theological 

concerns whether they dispense with Christianity or not.  
 

604 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. 
605 Edinger, prev. cit. p.157. Gibbons suggests that the symbolic life cannot be lost. 
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Patrick Hutchings in his introduction to my retrospective catalogue for Gibbons wrote 

an extended response to Gibbons’s use of vanitas symbolism.  In his discussion he 

describes how Gibbons combined his knowledge of various histories to provide a 

contemporary rendition of this tradition that also works to subvert the transcendental 

beliefs of the early abstractionists and the post-Modern: 

 

                   Though Tom Gibbons considers Marcel Duchamp to be ‘one of the three great 

bores of Modern art’, in the Vanitas series he takes a leaf from Duchamp and 

another from Walter Benjamin (‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction’), and recycles these through the Dutch seventeenth-century still-

life Vanitas convention. His technical means is, quintessentially twentieth-

century, photocopying. Where Golden Age Dutchmen, and some Dutch women, 

rendered sumptuous arrays of food, flowers, ceramic, silver and pewter tableware, 

and exotic bric à brac, in equally sumptuous paint, and with a stunning trompe 

l'œil, Gibbons offers us the ubiquitous cheap print-images of our time, visual 

‘ready-mades’, xeroxed, and so iterated, (rendered second order/third order — 

whatever), and coloured in by hand in bland washes which recall those 

chromatically naïve late-nineteenth-century postcards which English provincial 

shops still sold in his youth. The seventeenth-century Dutch were avid for 

pictures: couldn’t get enough of them. Twentieth-century people everywhere 

don’t know what to do with unsought images, of which all too many press in on 

their attention. 

                       

         … Photocopies are often made, quickly and easily, for occasions that are, 

suddenly, important — and then no longer important at all. These facts of facture 

and of use suggest, by an association of ideas, an impermanence in the 

photocopied images which their stubborn unfadingness belies. To make a formal 

work of art out of xeroxes, is to make nice use of this association of ideas. There 

is no butterfly in every Gibbons Vanitas, because all is butterfly. 

          

          If Dutch seventeenth-century still-life is, in its realism, pre-photographic, the 

photocopy image is post-photographic. A Gibbons Vanitas is always, then, at least 

two, or three, representational, removes from its origins. Time passes, in layers of 
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the history of representations, to give us the static work whose theme is the 

inexorable coming on of the winged chariot. 

         

         … The Vanitas in my collection is headed by a Duccio quotation and ‘ends’ with a 

computer keyboard at the bottom: images of spiritual order and human 

order/disorder contest on the xeroxed image. That is how it is in the high aesthetic 

realm: forget the spooks and think of the Spirit, and of Reason. Think of Christ 

healing the blind man (in this particular Vanitas piece), and think of the Internet, 

at the zenith — or the nadir? — of Reason’s aspiration. These are real: the Word 

made Flesh, and mere words offering either enlightenment or utter confusion. The 

promise in such mere words is always also a threat. 

 

         The Word made Flesh ennobles flesh, and encourages us to see this world as an 

almost-analogue or as an imperfect model, of Heaven. ‘Godliness’ in the Prayer 

Book sense is rendered possible by Immanuel: ‘God with us’. There is no extra 

and extraordinary object, just God as somehow informing — striving-to-inform 

— all.”606

 

As Hutchings indicates here, Gibbons’s references and play with historical traditions 

establishes a paralanguage that is post-Modern. Also supporting this is Gibbons’s use of 

the Xerox or photo-copy for the photo-copy. “Tradition” through the “medium” as well 

as the content has become conceptual. Both approaches, his use of source imagery and 

his methods of  reproduction, are commented on as postModernist artistic strategies by 

Rosalind Krauss in her landmark essay  “The originality of the Avant-Garde: A Post-

Modernist Repetition” in which she demonstrates the ways in which Modernists, though 

claiming originality, incorporated the copy into their oeuvre.607 Krauss argues that an 

integral feature of Modernism is the embracing of the whole history of ideas. At its most 

practical this allowed the artist to repeat an idea or copy earlier works and thus 

 
606 prev. cit. pp.3-4. 
607 Gibbons’s emphasis upon the copy, echoes the idea and modus operandi of post-

modernism’s use of the copy. 
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variations, homage’s and interpretations of pre-existing images has become a strategy of 

the “post-Modernists.608

 

In each of his photo-copy still life series Gibbons mechanizes and repeats yet hand-

colours and signs each “image”. Viewed as a series his play with process is obvious yet 

the recurring motifs also stand out. Gibbons says that he considers his use of technology 

as destroying the aura of originality (ala Benjamin) and that he combines the idea of the 

death of the author with ideas of an economy of repetition and representation (ala 

Baudrillard), yet he then recasts and revokes all such plays of modernity through his 

referencing of civilization’s memory of its traditions.609 Gibbons’s academic interest in 

the Futurists and the fourth dimension indicates his interest in how time and space can 

collapse but, unlike McLuhan, he doesn’t believe that the new physics or sensory “all-

at-onceness” of the new mass-media world resulted in history vanishing or in a moral 

primitivism.610 The wit in Gibbons’s practical response to such theorists is his belief in 

a configuration of the consumerist world that allows for surface readings and then 

deeper readings that reverse the surface viewpoint.  

 

Gibbons takes some glee in using mechanical processes to suggest that he is dead as an 

author, in using repetitions of motifs and formats to also suggest that representation is 

devoid of all signification, only to revoke such “surface” observations by reprising 

meaning via Western culture’s inherent covenant with Christianity. He thus subverts 

ideas of techno-fetishization and simulacral hyper reality by arguing that mass-media 

has never destroyed the “original” Christian ideas, upon which Western Art and culture 

was built. The remarkable thing about Gibbons’s sensibility, hinted at by Hutchings, is 

that his practical use of such ideas pre-dates and parallels the arguments of post-

Modernists and that many Australian artists were at the time unaware of such cultural 

play. Thus, as has been argued, Gibbons’s oeuvre is in sensibility a postModernist 

critique of Modernism and a model of hybridization; based on playing with cultural 

 
608 Krauss, Rosalind. The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 

Cambridge MIT Press, Massachusetts and London, 1986, pp.151-170. 
609 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. He says he did not read Benjamin or 

Baudrillard but here I suggest that his interest in mechanical reproduction and the 

“Renaissance workshop” is an ironic response to the zeitgeist. He read early McLuhan.  
610 Conrad, Peter. Prev. cit. pp.599-600. 
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signs and meta-narratives to provide a metaphysical identity with the Christian idea of 

immanence. An ironic “metaphysical” reading is that the material production of culture 

is our body and that this body, which we cannot be outside of, is the body of Christ’s 

production of cultural meanings.611  

 

In many of his vanitas works in the 1981-1998 period there is the use of a mirror or 

reflective surfaces to produce the echoing of motifs. These reflected images suggest, in 

the light of Gibbons’s writing and comments on mysticism, an ‘as above, so below’ 

metaphysical notion. It is also suggestive of the theme of falling in love with one’s 

reflection and the spatio-temporal embracing, incarnation and dissociative phases that 

are required for the ego-Self identity to become healthy.612 When questioned about this 

particular content Gibbons commented: 

 

When I have composed these pieces I have been aware that the works could be 

looked at in this way. I’ve thought to myself—oh yes, there’s another example of 

that standard neo-platonic or occultist notion; but I haven’t always wanted that to 

be part of the intention of the work. I did in Vorticist Still-Life, though. Quite often 

I intend something to be fairly decorative when you might think that it would have 

some more serious intended meaning. I suppose that I move between considered 

work and more considered work, as for example the Subiaco back-lanes and the 

Duccio series. Somewhere in between there is a complex of attitudes which is 

about joie de vivre—‘Let us rejoice therefore for life is short’. One of the 

meanings of Vanitas painting is that we should enjoy every moment precisely 

because it is fleeting. The classical side of what I do is that there are permanent 

motifs in art and literature. Classicism is not about individual sorrows, joys or 

quirks, but about the great commonplaces of human experience: love, death, 

transience and the fleetingness of joy. I’m perfectly happy to be a very small part 

of that continuing tradition. 613

 
611 This reading suggested by Grigges, Cathy.  “Lesbian Bodies in The Age of (Post) 

Mechanical Reproduction”, Chapter 7 The Lesbian Postmodern, ed. Laura Doan, 

Columbia Uni. Press, New York, 1994. 
612 Edinger, prev. cit. p.20, pp.159-162 and p.176. 
613 Gibbons, interview with author, 1997 prev. cit. I’ve included 1998 works in the lead 

up paragraph as he was making them at the time of his intent discussed in 1997. These 
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As his comments suggest, Gibbons’s interest in the Christian artistic tradition, combined 

with his post-Modern sense of irony and play, was highlighted in a series of works 

exhibited at Artplace in 1992. The show, in two parts, was titled ‘Homage to Duccio’ 

and ‘Great Bores of Modern Art’ or ‘The Unholy Trinity’ (see illustration No. 29). In 

one part he has structured the vanitas work in such a way as to directly reference 

particular Duccio works that show scenes from the Life of Christ, whilst in the other he 

draws attention to his on-going criticism of the occult impetus to early Modernism.614 

 
comments indicate that Gibbons arrived at understanding the Incarnation (most 

particularly in his contemplation of the Vanitas genre) as a redemption – seeing in 

Immanence that God became man in order that human categories of experience, 

including desire and fear, could be recognised as truly divine and not merely a response 

to ephemeral existence. 
614 The Duccio’s are images from the rear of his 1308 “Maesta” commission for the 

High Altar of the Cathedral in Siena. Although aspects of his Bores of Modern Art 

series are about to be discussed the argument behind their production in relation to his 

oeuvre can be summarized thus: Romanticism arose as a reaction to the rational 

principles of the previous period of the Enlightenment whose thinkers, rather than 

looking towards Christian schema to explain creation and “all things in heaven and 

earth”, believed that the rational principles of science would explain the structures of all 

phenomena. Romanticism was in part a reaction to Descartes’ codified dichotomy 

between the inner and outer world, where the two “worlds” could be viewed as quite 

separate from each other, and heralded an exploration of the inner world that the 

previous Enlightenment period had neglected (see Symington, Neville. The Analytic 

Experience, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1986). Symington presents the case that the 

Romantic period initially protested against the submission of all phenomena to a higher 

purpose, whether it be religious or scientific, however by the end of the nineteenth 

century and start of the twentieth this pantheistic revelry had become a cult of the 

individual whereby the earlier acceptance of the world as it was saw a return to the 

transcendent via the artistic genius, or the authentic esoteric master, whose “inner light” 

and passion shone more brightly than lesser others. Gibbons’s own research, already 

cited, adds to these notions of the transcendent by showing that concurrent with the idea 

of the creative genius or esoteric master - who supposedly had access to connections, 

knowledge and realms of being unavailable to others - were millenarian and utopian 
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As mentioned earlier such referencing and contemporary placement of art historical 

examples also lent legitimacy to his religious concerns.615

 

The “Homage to Duccio” series consists of large vanitas still-lifes in honour of Duccio 

di Buonisegna (1255-1325; illustration No.’s 47 and 48). Fifteen were shown at 

Artplace, along with three further still-lifes titled ‘Great Bores of Modern Art’ or ‘The 

Unholy Trinity’ that dealt with the Modernists artists Mondrian, Kandinsky and 

Duchamp (see illustration No. 29). 

 

Each of the images is a vanitas still-life of objects upon a table surmounted by one of 

Duccio’s paintings on the wall behind. Each title invites the viewer to look back at 

Duccio’s work and to use this historical link to grasp possibilities for meaning, the 

central message being that of Immanence at work in the everyday. The Calling of Peter 

and Andrew (1990; illustration No. 47) refers to Duccio’s painting The Calling of the 

Apostles Peter and Andrew (1308-11), in which Jesus calls to the brothers to come and 

be “fishers of men”. Duccio’s painting depicts the pair being called as they work. 

Gibbons’s collage depicts elements that construct the idea of an artist at work – paint-

tubes, brushes and protractors. There are also domestic biographical elements such as a 

picture of the artist Miriam Stannage (his wife) and the West Australian headline “Artist 

in the land called home” – Gibbons and his adoptive country. However, there is in the 

 
doctrines that also led to dissatisfaction with everyday life. It is these latter 

developments of Romanticism that Gibbons scorns (e.g. his Bores of Modern Art series 

1989). To give the artist the role of the “quasi-occult magus or shaman”, a tendency 

evident from “Blake who inaugurates the Western tradition of the ‘visionary artist’ 

which then runs unbroken through the mid-Victorian Spiritualist and pioneer abstract 

painter Georgiana Houghton (1814-1884) down to Kandinsky and Mondrian (both 

Theosophists) and such later figures as Jackson Pollock (the last-named influenced by 

Jung, the most important conduit for occultist doctrines in the latter half of the twentieth 

century)”, is to consider  such “conduits” as holding an awareness or knowledge of the 

world that we do not possess” (Gibbons, Tom. ‘Spookland’ and the Occultation of the 

Occult”, authors archives, pp.3-4). 
615 Articulated in relation to the Vanitas tradition by Gibbons in “Hermetic Vision and 

‘Vanitas’ Motifs in Early Cubist Still-Lifes”, prev. cit. 
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end no interpretative need for biographical information, the image makes a similar point 

to Duccio’s: the divine is with us wherever we are and at any time.616

 

The juxtaposition of various elements within Gibbons’s own working space and the 

Duccio reproductions thus implies a central shared metaphysic. Yet the conceptualizing 

and desiring of the past (nostalgic element) is wittily subverted, and several times 

removed, through the past Duccio “finding of the Messiah” existing as a copy of a 

postcard copy of an original which was itself a representation of a historically removed 

event.617 The presented image by Gibbons is also a photo-copy of an “original” collage 

built up around records of near and distant historical events. Within this layering and 

recording, copying and repeat copying, is the suggestion that the process of creating a 

“church” is ongoing and that the past is something constantly re-defined through love 

and action. Yet it is equally suggested that contemporary life is pieced together from 

such historical events and their underlying values and ideals. It is further suggested that 

no amount of play with materiality removes the immanent aspect. Such imagery only 

becomes romanticized if one reads it as suggesting that the past is preferable to the 

present. There is little potential for reading such domestic working situations as 

expressing dissatisfaction with the present or as providing a sense of isolation that 

would indicate either nostalgia or existential angst. This series, as most within his 

oeuvre do, suggests cultural stability through Christian Immanence. 

 

Gibbons indicated in his artist’s statement for the exhibition that he intends such work 

to be read as Christian narratives. He says of Duccio that: 

 

Duccio has been my favourite painter since I first encountered his works many 

years ago. His paintings are poised exactly between the somewhat inhuman 

abstraction of Byzantine art and the humanism of Renaissance painting, marrying 

 
616 This reading of Duccio is from Beckett, Sister Wendy. Prev. cit. p.2. It is a view 

supported by Borchgrave, Helen De. A Journey Into Christian Art, Fortress Press 

Minneapolis, 2000, pp.30-32. The reader is reminded of the symbolism in Gibbons’s On 

The Shore (1960) discussed earlier, when combined with the situation of the Duccio 

discussed here it is clear that the On The Shore also references the calling of the apostles 

by Jesus. 
617 Ibid, p.2. 
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the desirable qualities of both. His work is of human warmth and tenderness, has 

strong formal beauty of composition, and is gaily coloured in a joyful manner. He 

is clearly a great narrative painter, of a kind singularly lacking in 20th century art, 

except perhaps for Stanley Spencer.618

 

Duccio painted in a society that believed in God and in which paintings connected 

people to religious experiences. Spencer was well known by the local art audience as his 

Christ In The Wilderness series (circa 1939) had been a major purchase by the Art 

Gallery of Western Australia in 1983. Spencer’s narrative inclusion of the Christian 

story into Modern settings and his mystical identification of everyday scenes with 

Christ’s experiences had been well publicized at the gallery and in the media. Gibbons 

is placing his paintings in a conscious relationship to this tradition, one that connects the 

viewer to recognition of religious values (if not experiences). By referring to these 

artists in the exhibition statement quoted above, he is also indicating that for him the 

everyday is sacred, that consideration of Christ can be found in everyday situations, and 

that his art is a part of an art tradition that recognizes the Christian message of 

immanence. The series and each work’s title, the references to Duccio within each 

image and the tying of contemporary mass-media images to religious experience, is for 

Gibbons a way of allowing the viewer participation in the Christian tradition. Thus the 

still-life vanitas format, the inclusion of reproductions of Duccio paintings and the titles, 

order and help correlate for the viewer the values Gibbons is giving attention to. The 

juxtapositions in these works, the interplay between the Duccio reproduction and the 

contemporary objects, do enough to set up religious resonance. Whether the elements 

and references achieve more meaning than this is questionable, however the proposition 

that the contemporary world is representative of a Christian syntax is plainly made. 

 

Similarly Gibbons’s critique of the occult in the development of European Modernism 

is immediately obvious through his juxtapositions: mock-heroically, Duchamp’s interest 

in alchemy is turned into everyday pieces of supermarket salami descending a staircase, 

while Mondrian peers out on a field of ‘vibrations’ provided by sex-shop vibrators. 

However, while Gibbons saw the occultist movement within Modernism as a 

divergence, and thus something on one hand to be satirized, he could also see its ideas 

as part of the same tradition that he himself was working with: 

 
618 Ibid. 
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At all events the Symbolists and their heirs such as Mondrian and Kandinsky, 

far from being unusual in their mystical beliefs, belong to an unbroken tradition 

of Western thought, art and literature which has always been predominantly 

Idealist, transcendental, religious and ‘occultist’, for which we might sensibly 

use the shorthand term ‘Christian neoplatonism’. From that tradition, both 

Zola’s positivistic Naturalism and the quasi-scientific Realism of the 

Impressionists were no more than minor and provocative aberrations, and as 

Arthur Symons astutely perceived in The Symbolist Movement in Literature 

(1899), with that largely ‘occultist’ movement, Western art had in fact returned 

to ‘its one pathway’.619

 

Thus the Homage to Duccio series are Vanitas still-lifes that reference, in a manner 

similar to the works shown in his 1981 Galerie Düsseldorf show, art history and 

particular connotations and their origins (see illustration No.’s 32 and 33). The irony for 

Gibbons is that such secular use of religious symbolism resulted in the consciousness 

that could view the entire world as symbolic.620 In Gibbons’s Duccio series the Vanitas 

symbolism is updated to include contemporary images such as wine-casks and 

computer-disks but within this series the Christian symbolism is also extended back to 

the golden era of Christian painting that the genre broke with. The intent of the series as 

a summary of his interest in the Vanitas genre and the role of religious ideas in the 

development of European Modernism is evident in the 1992 Artplace two-part format, 

with the Homage to Duccio series intentionally juxtaposed with the three works entitled 

Great Bores of Modern Art or The Unholy Trinity.  Symbolically he removed one of the 

series and exhibited fifteen Christian works – the number signifying completeness of 

condition or a period – with a corrupted trinity.621

 
619 Gibbons, Tom. ‘Arguments for Design’, (Cheetham: The Rhetoric of Purity; Milner: 

Mondrian), Modern Painters, Vol. 8, No 3 (Autumn, 1995), pp.105-106. 
620 This in fact is the process of symbolism explained in early literary theory and 

referenced earlier. 
621 Gaskell, G.A. Dictionary Of All Scriptures And Myths, prev. cit. p.272. Fifteen is “a 

multiple of three – a perfect number – and five the number of the manifest planes” thus 

the exhibition corresponded with Gibbons notion of immanence, with the holy 

completeness of Christianity being the perfection of the manifest planes. 
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The irony is that the realism of the photographic record on which each studio still-life is 

based, through the inclusion of the Duccio post-card, travels back through time 

(recalling his Time Machine of 1980) and beyond simple representation. Juxtaposition 

of past and present results in the realism losing any initiating nostalgic appeal to then 

become resonant with ideas and symbols. Through consideration of how Duccio’s past 

mirrors Gibbons’s present the viewer is encouraged to question sources of their 

dissatisfaction with the art work including why the 

collage/realism/nostalgia/contemporary juxtapositions may cause tension. These 

questions may result in Christian values being used to challenge the disconnectedness 

and disunity detected in Modern existence and Modernist abstraction. Whether this 

process of reflection or meditation occurs, and whether the ironic twists and meaningful 

resonances occur, is dependent on the translative mind structure and consciousness of 

the viewer.622 That the Christian allusions and symbolism is meant by Gibbons to 

encourage us to challenge what he considers as the oppressive metaphysical elements of 

Modernism, is enhanced by this series juxtaposition with his Bores of Modern Art 

works (from the same exhibition).  

 

For Gibbons Duccio represents the tradition of a popular and meaningful art that unites 

the formal concerns of Byzantine art with the humanism of the Renaissance.  He 

believes this blend of idea and form was extinguished by the “Unholy Trinity” of 

Mondrian, Duchamp and Kandinsky who” forsook the splendours of the Christian 

artistic tradition for forms of seedy occultism.”623 To deflate the importance of these 

“occultists” he, alongside his still-lifes in honour of Duccio’s depiction of the Christian 

story, exhibited three further still-lifes titled Great Bores of Modern Art.624

 
622 As already stated a contested area in aesthetics but Gibbons attempts an approach. 

According to Integral Theory the developmental mind stage of the perceiver determines 

the level of consciousness and thus the symbolic or systems level understood. See 

Wilber, prev. cit. pp.41-43, pp.55-60, pp.66-67, pp.70-72 and pp.140-143. 
623 Artist’s documentation, 1989. 
624 Although a scientific-materialist explanation of the universe has been used to 

underpin the abstract process and materialist movements of modernism, the earliest 

practitioners of these movements held that the value and meaning of their work was 

profoundly transcendent. Early abstractionists, such as Kandinsky and Mondrian, 
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The intent was to subvert the seriousness with which the “seedy occultism” of 

Mondrian, Kandinsky and Duchamp is taken. For Gibbons at best these Modernists 

indicate a playful world that should not be taken too seriously (the world is the dance of 

the divine), at worst their symbolism is too intense and other worldly. To take desires 

too seriously is to leave the wit and intelligence of the spiritual perspective and become 

shackled to illusion. Worse is a transcendence that attempts to impoverish the play 

through either fear or a lack of liberating acceptance.625 Kosmic Vibrations (Mondrian), 

suspends a photograph of the famous Dutch abstractionist above a field of verticals and 

horizontals constructed from sex-shop vibrators satirically coloured blue (vertical = 

male) and pink (horizontal = female). The gender-linked juxtaposition of the erotic with 

Mondrian’s portentous theory is both witty and subversive and looked forward to 

Gibbons’s Fun and Games series, exhibited at Goddard de Fiddes in 1995, where he 

 
believed that their signifying practices extended out from, and beyond, their use of 

physical and pictorial elements (Drucker, Johanna. Theorizing Modernism Visual Art 

And The Critical Tradition, Columbia Uni. Press, New York, 1994, p.84). Whilst 

Gibbons agrees with Barr and Greenberg that such abstraction did not signify subject 

matter, he disagreed in their formalist orientation towards the pure art object; with the 

medium as the primary subject matter. Even in Gibbons’s Op work, the most “pure” or 

formalist of his oeuvre, he presents the idea that the external effect and frame of 

reference for the work is never outside the viewer’s eye-mind reflective process or the 

author’s conceptual anchoring. Hence his witty collapse of signifier with signified in 

surface perception with title “meaning” in Op works such as Grace Abounding (1967) 

and Allsorts (1971). Thus for Gibbons the path of abstraction does not heal the 

Cartesian split as it leads to either empty formalism and materialism or to unsustainable 

imaginative-mystical explanations. His academic research had shown him that 

formalism was erroneous reductionism, grounded in a fundamental conceptual error. 

Hence also Gibbons’s argument in his essay Seven Deadly Dogmas that the 

chronological narrative presented by recent historians (Barr and Greenberg) is 

Imperialistic and denies the rule of pluralism. 
625 This is my understanding of Gibbons’s play ethic based upon interview comments he 

made on play in relation to Zen, Immanence, Duchamp’s chess, and his interest in 

computer clip-art. 
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reminded us that erotic fun and games are every bit as important as artistic “fun and 

games”.  

 

The Fun and Games series are multi-faceted juxtapositions. Still life: Horny (1995; 

illustration No. 50) juxtaposes, Op art like, the 3D typography of a record label’s block 

lettered M with 3D glasses laid flat. The same glasses change the colour of the polka-

dotted background, bringing into play notions of illusion, whilst airmail stamps evoke 

the world in which we live. Erotic celebration is present in the song title of “Horny” and 

in the mandala-like disk of the vinyl record. However the fleeting nature of human life 

is also evoked by the symbolic reference to music in the Vanitas tradition.626 More 

recently the availability of clip-art computer imagery has been used by him to make 

post-cards and multiples that retain the arrangement of a collage and allow surface 

changes through painted effects directly available on the computer program. 

 

Eventually the logic of such associations play themselves out so that one arrives at the 

trans-rational “truth” that no “image” is “fixed, final, stable” yet everything is still 

“inter-connected” and “derives its meaning and significance” from its relationship with 

“every other image”.627 Although Gibbons is consciously referencing Christian and 

Buddhist sentiments, they also evoke a post-Modernist perspective: thus Gibbons’s 

point about the continuity of ideas. That Gibbons is aware of how transitory 

phenomenon and the mass-media can be connected to the coherency of a symbolic 

system, or imagined as unbounded, is suggested by his title for the series; both “fun” 

and “games” suggesting that shifts across meaning and intention are available. However 

the artist’s placement of certain elements together generates a vanitas meaning as the 

most likely reading and, even if this connection is not made by the viewer, the tone and 

intention of the vanitas grammar is clear in that the images indicate that all things of this 

world pass away (emphasized by the utilization of consumer images of desire, 

 
626 Wallpaper and wrapping paper of repeated patterns such as vertical lines or dots 

were used as Op styled backgrounds for the collage juxtapositions all the works in his 

Fun and Games still-life series. These backgrounds provide a moving screen for what 

are often just two images juxtaposed. The wit is in the irony of the metaphysical 

overtones, with apples for suggesting temptation and ideas of sin, or bread and biscuits 

to suggest communion, juxtaposed with science fiction characters or lingerie models. 
627 Kulananda, prev. cit. Western Buddhism, pp.125-126. 
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references to time and consumption and that the art of looking defers further the desires 

depicted).628 However the vanitas grammar, as outlined earlier, is formalized and based 

on tradition: it maps a logical representation within that tradition.  

 

The use of soft-porn images of women from magazines such as Picture and People, 

juxtaposed with advertising pictures of food, reminds viewers of the Fun and Games 

series of the appropriation of such imagery by advertisers and recalls Gibbons’s earlier 

appropriation of page 3 girls for Aussie Pin Up (1973) and porn for his Still Life series 

of 1981.  

 

Women appear throughout Gibbons oeuvre as Madonna, movie goddess, suburban girl, 

pin-up and temptress, and together suggest a wrestling with established binaries such as 

the holy versus the whore, woman us untouchable or as temptress, and ideas of the 

fallen. Whilst there are some affectionate references to Miriam Stannage, his wife, the 

predominant use of the still-life format alludes to ideas of domesticity and interior 

decorating that are difficult to reconcile with his intended purpose of celebration. Whilst 

Gibbons does not resort to Munch’s vampirism, Picasso’s use of mythology, Matisse’s 

harem concept, DeKooning and Dubuffet like distortions, Freudian surrealism or De 

Salle like use of adolescents to deform women and men’s relationships with women, he 

nevertheless uses them as objects. While one can argue, as he does, that his ideals of 

feminine form are sourced from the everyday world and a sensibility based on a Pop 

aesthetic, such appropriation and re-use can be criticized as an uncritical repetition. 

While post-Modernists are dispassionate about such “realism”, preferring to relegate all 

bad taste through conceptual distancing, such games are problematic for some.629

 
628 A reading similar to that in Robert Cook’s review of the series, however for Cook 

“the images leave the viewer hanging, forced to contemplate harder the significance of 

each particular arrangement sensing that they may, after all, be only the collection of 

junk: no stable referent can be easily identified. In this, Gibbons deals with a fine and 

delicate refusal of the motions of desire attached to the culture of consumerism.” Cook, 

Robert. “Resilient Modernism”, Artlink, Vol. 16, No. 4, 1997, p.79. 
629 For a brief history on the use of women from popular culture in art see Bowlt, John 

E. “A Brazen Can-Can In The Temple Of Art: The Russian Avant-Grade And Popular 

Culture, in Modern Art and Popular Culture Readings In High & Low, Harry N. 

Abrams, Inc. New York, 1990, pp.134-158. 
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Returning to why and how Gibbons, from his own perspective, first sourced images of 

women re-establishes both the traditional and religious basis for his belief that such use 

is a “celebration”. The reader is reminded that he arrived at his exploration of the 

Vanitas genre via an investigation of Icon symbolism and the realization that Modern 

day “icons”, such as film stars, were a variant of quite traditional codes. It can therefore 

be argued that his conceptually informed approach to making art has ranged from the 

iconic use of movie stars, table-scapes and Vanitas still-life symbolism, to an irreverent, 

witty celebration of the everyday via montage and juxtaposition. His own view is that 

his oeuvre celebrates tradition as the established means for understanding cultural 

identity, and that we enjoy our particular “international” media variant for what it 

confirms about our participation in this tradition. The informed sensibility of his art 

practice is thus both literary and metaphorical: awareness formed by knowing the 

historical lineage behind each historical moment and from this perspective every 

element he includes in his work is used “affectionately”. 

 

Gibbons’s Fun and Game series as well as his Duccio series includes references to time 

through inclusion of objects such as sundials, egg-timers, clocks, watches and dated 

covers of magazines and newspapers. In essence they are of our time as well as referring 

to past time(s). I have previously used the term Time+Machine to describe Gibbons’s 

intentions to replay the historical moment through technology.630 While a time machine 

would transport us back the fact is that the past and its significance is lost forever. What 

is left is the copying of time: nostalgia, an ironic repeat, the pleasure of textual effect, 

the curious inflection of distance. A copying machine allows for ironic play, for 

detachment. It allows the artist to be both a collector and manipulator. It gives the artist 

a seamless editorial presence. However this presence is not triumphant over time, it is 

temporal rather than spiritual power. Ironically time is collapsed through the artist’s use 

of a machine that in itself cannot distinguish or establish anything new – it cannot 

establish custom. What remains, once the medium or machine is in the background, is 

the message or gauge of ritual time. The only gauge of ritual is tradition itself and 

 
For the problematics of beauty the reader is referred to Hickey, Dave. The Invisible 

Dragon Four Essays On Beauty, Art Issues Press Los Angeles 1993; in an Australian 

context Mike Brown and Maria Kozic’s work perhaps raises similar issues. 
630 McNamara, Phillip. Time+Machine, prev. cit. 
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tradition, as Millenniast’s know, looks back with nostalgia and forward with 

celebration. Time+Machine is timekeeping, is day-to-day orientation and regeneration, 

and is a relationship to both history and a future. In short it is an ironic seeking that was 

popular at the turn of the previous century. 

 

Thus Time+Machine is the reproducible “now”. It is tradition hidden in the banal and 

repetitive gestures of the everyday. The irony is that history and biblical apocalypticism 

have been supplanted by secular use of time and machine modes of experience. There is 

further irony in supplanting utopian and political aspirations with the utterly ordinary. 

Paradoxically consumer products and the rituals of consumption, as re-presented 

through Gibbons’s art, become a code or structure of faith. Gibbons transforms cultural 

consumerism and inherent fear of death into a celebration of the here and now: rejoice 

for this is the only moment we can ever know, this must be treated as Utopia for (in the 

words of Jack Nicholson’s Oscar winning character)  “What if this is as good as it 

gets?” 

 

It could seem paradoxical - given that these images in part symbolize death as ever 

present - that a Pop-fun ironic sensibility is how Gibbons views himself. However the 

use of such symbolism shares territory with recent writers on comparative religion such 

as Jack Kornfield who hold the view that Christianity, as well as religions such as 

Buddhism and Sufism, have practices that aid the realization of “the everyday divine” 

through contemplation of the imminence of death.631 In other words contemplation of 

the imminent negation of life leads to appreciation of immanence within life, and a 

corresponding release of joy for the moment. Thus every Gibbons’s series is at heart 

about joie de vivre.  Similarly Gibbons’s views references to the canon of art, 

integration of “the riches of cultural history and tradition” and “poetic conversion” of 

such tradition into contemporary “substance” as a symbolic transmutation rather than an 

occult transcendence of that history.632 The result is a sense of play with the “substance” 

of life because its significance does not change, rather than a fear of life because it must 

 
631 Kornfield, Jack. After the ecstasy the laundry. Bantam Books, U.S.A., 2000, p.40. 
632 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. These comments echo T.S. Eliot’s remarks 

on poetic integration in his The Use of Poetry and The Use of Criticism (Collected 

Essay’s): “The third requisite in our poet, or maker, is Imitation, to be able to convert 

the substance, or riches of another poet, to his own use.” P.46. 
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be surmounted. As indicated by his comments quoted earlier in this section on the 

“complex of attitudes” establish joie de vivre in the face of fleeting time, such play 

allows Gibbons to link his work to multiple layers and depths of meaning and yet to 

also say that each meaning is contingent and beyond attachment to any particular 

meaning. 

 

Thus since the late 1950s Gibbons has been re-asserting through affection and irony the 

Christian codes which underpin Western thought, art and literature. The central element 

of his metaphorical and metaphysical Christian view of Modern culture began with his 

use of objects within his still-lifes that held correspondences that he gained from his 

study of literature (e.g. Still-Life: Jongleur 1958; illustration No. 3 and Orbiting Still-

Lives 1959; illustration No. 5) and continued with his investigation of traditional icons 

and his exploration of the vanitas tradition gained from his study of art history (e.g. 

Ikon: Annunciation 1962, illustration No. 8; Two Angels 1963, illustration No. 10; 

Vanitas With Matisse Still-Life 1984, illustration No. 42; Homage To Duccio: Mary’s at 

the Tomb 1989, illustration No. 48; and Vanitas ‘Norman Gunston’ 1998 ). The irony of 

the vanitas representation of death is that from a Christian point of view all is joy and 

any desire is forgiven once its divine origin is re-gained and hence “life” is deathless. 

 

As just presented Gibbons’s work occupies the deliberately ambivalent territory 

between irony and academic celebration of tradition. The use of the vanitas genre 

aligned with deadpan humour produces a resonant metaphoric content that shares 

territory previously combed by Pop and Dada but with a greater historical and 

ideological consciousness. Gibbons maintains that his work, by no means an adverse 

criticism of present culture, reveals a fascination with ways in which the 

manufactured present manages to echo the past. Consumer products and advertising 

are still inextricably bound up in religious connotations, and the function and social 

significance of the media in a secular society can be likened to those of religious icons 

produced by production-line techniques in the sixteenth century.    
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14. The Joco-serious in Gibbons’s Oeuvre 633

On one level Gibbons’s imagery presents the pleasures of a comfortable world. On 

another level, which can be read as ironic, traditional symbolism is used to indicate that, 

regardless of how naïvely unaware we are, what we possess and the pleasures we seek 

are transitory. 

 

Once the viewer is aware of the traditional symbolism used by Gibbons, the ironic 

manoeuvres of his oeuvre become easily recognised. The positive effect of this 

recognition is that one’s notion of naïve indulgence can shift from self-deception to a 

conscious celebration of the ironic situation that is life. As celebrations of everyday 

human life, Gibbons’s collages are ultimately optimistic in tone, and it is through this 

tone of celebration that Gibbons links his work to that of Stanley Spencer. Thus two 

interrelated themes comprise the conceptual intentions that underpin Gibbons’s 

aesthetic. 

 

Firstly, there is his use of the still-life Vanitas tradition and the idea of Modern life as a 

metaphor and source for the divine. The central idea is that the true nature of existence 

and experience is embedded not in some occult transcendental plane but in the 

everyday. Everyday life is itself sacramental: a notion central to the Christian concept of 

the Incarnation. Consequently, religious order is returned to civilisation: cracker biscuits 

and a bottle of beer, as in Bronzed Aussies, become the visual equivalents of the Holy 

Communion. 

 

This symbolism can be traced to Gibbons’s interest in Duccio and Stanley Spencer, his 

academic study of early Modernism (via Orage, Read and T.E. Hulme), and to his 

predilection for a return to classicism. The Vanitas tradition can also be read as being an 

analogy with the Christian belief in the human fall from grace, and has links with 

Hulme’s ‘classical pessimism’, where the limited nature of human capability and action 

                                                 
633 The joco-serious is a term Gibbons used for describing the use of wit and irony in 

literature to fore-ground serious themes. See Gibbons, Tom. Literature and Awareness 

An introduction to the close reading of prose and verse, prev. cit. p.89. 
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is indicated through the transitory.634 Another highly important source for this 

‘jocoserious’ sacramental view of everyday life is James Joyce’s novel Ulysses, which 

Gibbons greatly admires for its humour and use of the idea of incarnation; a belief in the 

doctrine of acceptance and love of the “common” man.  

 

Secondly, Gibbons’s use of mechanical reproduction (the epidiascope, mass-media 

imagery, photography, photocopying, the computer) and his commitment to working in 

series (both of which make his work ‘systematic’) is a key element in his assertion that 

there is no superior creative individual. Combining the two is a discipline and classical 

control which has undertones of Hulme’s rejection of romanticism—the persistent idea 

being that Christian principles have always been embodied in our culture.   

 

Thus Gibbons moved towards an art practice that questions the doctrine of rejection 

towards the everyday that is the basis of abstraction’s sublime and the pathos of 

expressionism’s morbid and monstrous figuration, towards an affection and acceptance 

of the everyday. For Gibbons it is important that, like the Metaphysical poets, his use of 

the everyday challenges abstract “emotional” metaphysics yet evokes inferences to the 

incarnation and immanence. His oeuvre is thus opposed to the basis of the dominant 

stream of Modernism within the Romantic current of symbolist evocation; which relies 

on an emotional confluence between the artist’s intention and the audience’s 

response.635 For contemporary writers, such as Ken Wilber, John Welwood and William 

Johnston, such a corollary aligns the Christian tradition with the traditions of Hinduism 

 
634 See Hulme’s comments on Original Sin in T.E. Hulme (ed. Herbert Read) 

Speculations: Essays on Humanism and the Philosophy of Art, London: Kegan Paul, 

1924, pp.116-8; p.256. 
635 Interestingly Alain Besancon (translated by Jane Marie Todd), in her research into 

iconoclasm, comes to the same conclusion as Gibbons on the issues and difficulties of 

modern art in incarnating the divine but she doesn’t offer a solution for re-establishing 

this experience in art other than it requires an image rather than theory (see The 

Forbidden Image An Intellectual History of Iconoclasm, University of Chicago Press, 

1994). In his current role as Associate Professor Gibbons finds that the idea of 

evocation is an issue for many theory based practices where the students write several 

pages on their art works and “expect the audience to respond to what was in the artists 

head rather than what they see.” Conversation at artist’s house October 8, 2003. 
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and Buddhism: the world is the body and presence of the divine and it is hubris that 

leads to an elevation of the individual ego.636 However for Gibbons the world as a 

mirror of Christ, exampled for him in his studies of the Metaphysical poets and painters 

such as Duccio and Spencer, is the tradition he explores and, although he condemns the 

hubris of Romanticism and much of Modernism, he doesn’t tend to align his 

metaphysics to other traditions; using them only to suggest correspondences to Christian 

symbolism.637

 

For Gibbons the joco-serious is the mystical edge of wit and intelligence, most 

evident in a choiceless awareness that engages in the endless manifestation of 

consciousness as one-taste (Wilber).638 The ironic self-construction of this object that 

can’t be grasped (Wilber) is played out by Gibbons through a collage sensibility that 

transforms all into everything and nothing. When I requested a statement from 

Gibbons to explain the paradox of the distancing witness that plays with but 

impartially loves all, he sent me the following quote from Spencer:  

 

Nothing I love is rubbish, … and so I resurrect the teapot, and the empty 

jam tin, and the cabbage stalks, and as there is a mystery in the Trinity, so 

there is in these three and many others of no apparent significance.639

 

Gibbons’s collage sensibility is perhaps best presented by a snap-shot from 1994: 

Gibbons’s work space is neatly divided and ordered; collage materials are taped or laid 

out on sheets of paper. Containers of paint and boxes of pastels are kept in rows. 

Relevant books and videos are stacked and ready at hand. His layout table is strongly lit. 

 
636 The correlation between Gibbons thought and contemporary writers such as 

Welwood and Wilber is discussed later in this thesis. There are many others who write 

about the world as a mirror. E.g. see Johnston, William. The Mirror Mind Spirituality 

and Transformation, Collins, London, 1981. His comments on p.70 are referenced here. 
637 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. 
638 My interpretation but Gibbons’s response to my request for a statement confirms this 

view. See also Wilber, prev. cit. pp.34-35, pp.135-138, pp.154-155 and pp.158-59. 
639 Quotation sent by Gibbons to author in May, 1997. From Duncan Robinson, Stanley 

Spencer, Phaidon Press, Oxford 1990, p.61. 
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He takes what he considers might fit the current work in progress and arranges it. In this 

way each collage is built up in considered and deliberate steps.  

 

The materials are labels from soft drink containers, record and compact disc covers, 

photographs, breakfast food collector-cards, advertising mock-ups and display cut-outs 

arranged on gift-wrap or wallpaper background. ‘I hunt out and come across bits and 

pieces which I keep in my store. When they fit well in terms of size, colour and with the 

overall theme, I have them there at the ready to use. Occasionally I need to find 

something particular’. When they have been assembled and held together with the aid of 

spray adhesive, Gibbons takes them to be photocopied. 

 

Sometimes they are copied as is, but most often they are enlarged on a plan-printer. For 

example each work in the Duccio series is approximately twice the size of the original 

collage. The photo-copies are hand-coloured using an airbrush. 

 

Gibbons had created paintings such as Man, Motor-Car, Cinema (1971) and the 

Marching Girl (1973) series by combining images from different sources. By the early 

1980s he had decided that his assembled images should be left in their collaged state. 

The process of constructing an image was no longer taken through to painting but left as 

an obvious manipulation of source material. Technical skill and commercial finish are 

no longer seen as the ‘paramount test of competence’ that they were in the Perth art 

scene of the 1960s.640

 

This shift in emphasis within the work was heralded by the decision to demystify the act 

of art making by using mechanical procedures to attain the final image. Post-

Duchampian ideas, concerning the handcrafting and act of painting, are to the fore in the 

decision which led Gibbons to embrace each technological innovation as it rendered 

previous methods archaic. Why paint, when you can photograph, photocopy, collage or 

manipulate on screen and then get a computer print-out?641

 
640 See Ted Snell’s introduction to ‘The Critics’ section of Cinderella on The Beach, 

prev. cit. The quote is from p.62. 
641 Like McKay, Gibbons has searched for and utilised simpler ways of making and 

adding components to a picture. Where McKay has developed and refined screen-
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Gibbons’s linking of the idea of the image-processed Modern icon (through the film 

star) to both art tradition and the mass-media(ted) imagery of everyday Modern life was 

investigated in forty collage still-lifes exhibited at Galerie Düsseldorf  in 1981 

(illustration No.’s 32 and 33). The collaged material included real wall-papers, gift-

wraps, cigarette packets, milk-cartons, playing cards, musical scores and post-cards, 

together with xeroxes, photographs and printed reproductions of film stills and 

paintings. Colours were added or changed by hand-tinting, colour-xeroxing or air-

brushing, and an array of rubber stamps was used. Illusion-versus-reality formed the 

fabric of their presence, nevertheless for Gibbons: 

 

There’s nothing new, from Velasquez via the Cubists to the recent hyper-realists, 

in juxtaposing illusion and reality.  All that’s new is the way in which the 

accelerating ‘information explosion’ of the late twentieth century, together with 

such gadgets as colour-xerox-machines and air-brushes… has most enjoyably 

added to the complexity of this endless, ironic, serio-comic game.642  

 

Important for driving his move from painting and Pop and Op stylization was that the 

concept underlying the collage had become more central than the crafting technique. 

 

The main theme of these series of forty still-life collages was the ‘information-

explosion’ of our own times, and they were constructed in deliberate analogy to the 

contemporary ‘process-music’ of such musicians as Kraftwerk, Terry Riley, Steve 

Reich, and Philip Glass, as he explained in the exhibition-catalogue.643 It is the many 

historic references in these collages which for Bromfield continued Gibbons’s nostalgic 

film-star like interest in Modernism and which relegated them to a sentimentalising of 

culture.644  

 

 
printing techniques as his method of working, Gibbons has developed his use of the 

photocopier and computer.  
642 Gibbons, Tom. Catalogue Statement: Tom Gibbons: Forty Still-lifes, Galerie 

Düsseldorf, 1981. 
643 Ibid. 
644 Bromfield, conversation with author, U.W.A. 1995. 
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Is there an idealized and sentimental yearning for the past in such works, or does there 

exist in them a more witty interpretation of Modernism’s narratives and symbols than 

the term nostalgic suggests? Certainly there are ideals at work yet the conceptualizing 

and desiring of the past is wittily subverted through over-lays suggesting that the past is 

there but, like subconscious echoes, not acknowledged. The source materials and their 

juxtapositions develop this idea by implying that in contemporary life we are exposed to 

the nostalgic urge through fashion, films, consumer and fine art products and 

advertising, but furthermore it is this sense of cultural nostalgia which establishes that 

culture is always a vehicle of our past. Continuity of this idea takes us back into the past 

and hence classical ideals and Christianity. Whether this process is nostalgic or a way of 

making cultural roots accessible and active is debatable and part of the wit and irony. 

The point in this series, and all that follows within Gibbons’s oeuvre, is that we are 

forced to encounter and account for the relationship of past cultural imagery to our 

current day to day imagery and therefore to consider the values contained in it.  

 

However Gibbons’s consumer-culture collages are not the bric-a-brac acts of free 

association, stylistically informed by Abstract Expressionism, or the use of diaristic 

memorabilia used to construct a personal narrative in the manner of Robert 

Rauschenberg. Gibbons’s fragments of “actual reality” are specific in both format, they 

are still-lifes, and intention, their art historical references. The result is a domestic scene 

that condenses history into the contemporary moment, thus celebrating domesticity and 

its “illuminations”.645  In describing the paintings which have influenced these works, 

Gibbons refers to an Anatomy Lesson by Rembrandt which is not the better-known one: 

 

The two Western European paintings which have always meant most to me are 

Rembrandt’s ‘Dr Johan Deyman’s Anatomy Lesson’ and Velásquez’s ‘The Maids 

of Honour’: both painted circa 1656, and both preserved in a damaged incomplete 

form. The latter, playing its complex game of illusion-versus-reality, ultimately 

lies behind the present series. 

 

 
645 See Reed, Christopher (editor). Not at Home The Suppression of Domesticity in 

Modern Art and Architecture, Thames and Hudson, London, 1996. Lisa Wainwright’s 

chapter “Robert Rauschenberg’s Fabrics: Reconstructing  Domestic Space” (chapter 13, 

p.193) expands upon the ideas I have used in this paragraph. 
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More immediate sources are the still-lifes of Chardin (1699-1779) and the 

domestic interiors of Vuillard (1868-1940); hence the wall-papered backgrounds). 

Yet a third Frenchman, the poet Arthur Rimbaud (1854-91) voiced in 1873 that 

affection for ‘pop-art’ which I share with many painters of the past hundred years: 

I loved absurd pictures, inscriptions over doorways, stage scenery, fairground 

paintings, signboards, cheap coloured prints; out of date literature, church 

Latin, pornographic books full of spelling mistakes, the kind of novels our 

grandmothers used to enjoy, children’s story-books, old operas, nonsensical 

refrains, artless rhythms.  

 

(‘A Season in Hell’) 

There’s nothing new, from Velásquez via the Cubists to the recent hyper-realists, 

in juxtaposing illusion and reality. All that’s new is the way in which the 

accelerating ‘information explosion’ of the late twentieth century, together with 

such gadgets as colour-xerox-machines and air-brushes (the latter in fact invented 

in the early 1890’s) has most enjoyably added to the complexity of this endless, 

ironic, serio-comic game.646  

 

The collages that Gibbons exhibited demonstrated his continued interest in the history 

of art and in cubism: a style based on the structured relationship of separate pieces. 

From a distance the surface of each work is divided into components. There is a mixture 

of opaque and transparent surfaces, the source material being cut into rectangles and 

squares. Layering and transparency produce a dimensional effect, as a result of the 

superimposition of these opaque pieces and the use of translucent disposable paper 

palettes.647 The joco-seriousness is whether consciousness can make sense of the 

 
646 Gibbons, Tom. Catalogue Statement Tom Gibbons: Forty Still-lifes, prev. cit. 
647 In the early 1980s he moves away from the minimal abstractions and sparsely 

symbolic paintings of the 1970s to layered collages. Gibbons’s explorations of the 

tensions between the “unseen” and “seen” worlds, and the possibility for the everyday 

to be layered with “dimensions” of meaning, is most evident in his writing on Cubism 

and the corresponding shifts in his art (such as: Gibbons, Tom. ‘Cubism and “The 

Fourth Dimension” in the Context of the Late 19th Century and Early 20th Century 

Revival of Occult Idealism’,  Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 1981, 



 - 272 -

                                                                                                                                              

figurative shapes and words separated by ‘misty’ zones and patterns. The irony is that 

there is nothing new yet the play with what is builds up blocks and erasures. This 

corresponds to the symbolic layering and development of consciousness. Writers such 

as Edinger and Wilbur describe how the ego develops and traps it self in attachments to 

the material world until the ego-self axis is brought into consciousness by “symbols that 

remind the individual of his suprapersonal connections.”648  

 

In this series patterned paper leads the eye, indicating sections and areas of 

juxtaposition. The viewer has a sense of looking through various windows into different 

rooms or levels of the theme or subject. The viewer’s eyes linger on an image before 

being drawn towards another part of the whole. This creates an interpenetration and play 

of intertextuality between each part: we are made aware, as we are by cubism, that 

‘meaning’ is made from interconnected parts. As already explained this is also the 

integral project. 

 

 
pp.130-47). At the time Gibbons wrote his essay on Cubism and the Fourth Dimension 

he was interested in how the Early Modernists “cited philosophical speculations on 

hyperspace… including works by writers on Spiritualism and allusions to the topic in 

fiction”, noting how their “yearning for the infinite” was a utopian expression rather 

than a mathematical re-orientation of Euclidean geometry (Gibbons, Tom. ‘Cubism and 

“The Fourth Dimension” in the Context of the Late 19th Century and Early 20th 

Century Revival of Occult Idealism’,  Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 

1981, pp.130-47.)  His research into the complexities of pictorial space is evident in his 

art. However he is far more “practical” in how he views the use of cubist space. Unlike 

the occultist who gave meta-physical meaning to this term, and failed to recognize that 

the “fourth dimension” merely allows for physics to discuss notions of time, in his 

practice Gibbons rejected the supernaturalistic transcendent fantasies to create art that 

said that time helped objects accrue potentialities for meaning; in effect establishing that 

this is what still allowed the everyday secular sphere of life to still be the foundation of 

a religious relativism. 

 
648 Edinger, prev. cit. p.129 (although the entire text is about this process). See also 

Wilber prev. cit. pp.31-35 and pp.121-122 and pp.135-137. 
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The basis of each collage was a reproduction of a painting or picture (usually by a 

famous artist such as Braque, Matisse, Rousseau, Raphael, Velásquez, or by local artists 

such as Miriam Stannage and Brian McKay), but sometimes of photographs (e.g. Fox 

Talbot) or stills from films (Laurel and Hardy again).649 These ‘background’ images 

were framed against wallpaper, whilst in the ‘foreground’ were items such as postage 

stamps, postcards, etc. listed by Gibbons above. In the catalogue Gibbons listed his 

sources in great detail: according to the catalogue, Confess combines Flash Gordon’s 

Trip to Mars; Eduardo Paolozzi’s I Was a Rich Man’s Plaything (listed as Bunk Meets 

the People) and James Rosenquist’s Untitled. The Metaphysical collage includes 

reproductions of a painted photograph entitled Florence: The Loggia, Velásquez’ The 

Maids of Honour, and Giorgio de Chirico’s The Bread-Buns.  

 

The viewer could search between ‘reality’ and visual reminiscences before checking the 

catalogue to see what they had recognised. As in Confess, science fiction rubs frames 

with ‘fine art’ and the game is to re-orientate what is there with what Gibbons lists as 

there. What is elucidated by the catalogue statement is the associative process by which 

the artist assembled the collages. Gibbons was clearly looking at a lot of books and 

considering notions of human experience and search for meaning. He realized that his 

stylistic referencing of Fine Art within material gleaned from popular history aligned his 

work with notions of post-Modernism, however he regards such play as within the 

traditions of Modernism: 

 

         I keep coming up against the fact that Modernism, as I understand it being 

something which began around over a century ago in 1880, already anticipated 

practically every one of the ideas recently touted as belonging to post-Modernism; 

in terms of irony, parody, appropriation, pastiche and so on. It’s all there in 

Joyce’s Ulysses which was printed in 1922. If we had to set a date to what has 

recently been called ‘post-Modernism’ I’d set it, in England anyway, to Oscar 

Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray [1890], which consists entirely of pastiches and 

parodies.  

                   A lot of these ideas which influenced people in the ’90s were taken from 

Nietzsche, whose works were beginning to circulate among the avant-garde then. 

In regard to the collages that you are talking about: what I’ve been doing all along 
 

649 See illustration No’s 36-38 and 40-42. 
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is part of the Modernist tradition to which I see myself belonging. What I’ve read 

about post-Modernism hasn’t encouraged me to go any further because it’s no 

news to me: it’s the way I’ve been brought up!650

 

Gibbons’s provided for the viewer of his Galerie Düsseldorf exhibition a list of sources. 

The local artists that he quoted in his collages - Miriam Stannage, Ted Snell and Brian 

McKay – he also thanked. Gibbons has collaborated with McKay on a print and had 

input into the references to Alchemy in Snell’s work.651 I asked Gibbons about these 

connections in 1997: 

 

          I wasn’t worried about appropriating their work, as they’d say nowadays.  I did 

think that I should acknowledge another kind of debt to these people. I invited Ted 

and Brian around one afternoon and said ‘Look, I’ve lost track of where I stand, 

about which ones are worth keeping and showing and which ones aren’t; would 

you like to go through and say which you think are most successful?’ And that’s 

what they did. I’ve never been too proud to ask other people’s opinion about 

which they think will do and which ones won’t do. I think I changed the ones they 

thought were least successful, or scrapped them altogether… (for the Elvis Presley 

silk-screened poster) I found the image, and Brian McKay chose the lettering and 

had the work silk-screened.652 They were for sale at $10 each through Artlook 

magazine, which I was on the board of and wrote for. It was a complete fizzle! 

None of the readers bought any at all. They thought that a ‘poster’, in those days, 

should cost about $2.50. Ours was far too expensive! We did this when Elvis died. 

We thought it was a suitable moment to commemorate him. … (on Snell)  Brian is 

 
650 Ibid. 
651 Snell, Ted. interview with Phillip McNamara at the artist’s house,  May 21, 1994.          

I interviewed Ted Snell in 1994 about his art practice. He outlined connections between 

his work and other local artists’. His connections with you were his own 1980s 

documentation of local memorial sites; he made images based on the Fremantle War 

Memorial, while you had made a postcard series on King’s Park, including the War 

Memorial. Snell has also had an interest in the idea of religious painting and, when 

talking about his Sunset series from the early ’90s, made a connection between 

Gibbons’s interest in the occult and his. 
652 See illustration No. 26. 
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a friend of long standing. I became connected with Ted through writing a letter of 

support for funding for Praxis in the early days.653 My interest in the occult is a 

detached historical interest. You can’t have an academic interest in the history of 

Modernism without knowledge of the occult element. The history of Modernism is 

incomplete without these ideas. One can have an academic interest without being 

committed. Ted’s interested in the alchemical. I’ve lent him one or two pieces on 

 
653 Arts funding has always been problematic in Western Australia for the visual arts 

e.g. Praxis, Praxis M, PICA. The Western Australian Arts Council (WAAC) was 

established in 1973 to distribute art funds. It was given a page in each issue of Artlook 

to report on its activities. The general tone of these reports is a bureaucracy defending 

its decisions and attempting to foster an art scene from a diminishing fund allocation. 

The reports also highlight that arts funding was disproportionate in its treatment of the 

various art forms with theatre and dance consuming a large proportion of the funding, 

yet still battling to stay afloat. Funding also favoured companies and foundations (The 

West Australian Opera Company, the National Theatre Company, the West Australian 

Ballet Company, the Hole in the Wall Theatre Company, and the West Australian Arts 

Orchestral Foundation and the Fremantle Arts Centre) over grants to individuals. For 

example in the 1979-80 financial year, out of a total WA Arts Council budget of 

$1,743,000, $171,949 went to the Visual Arts of which $125,000 went to the Fremantle 

Arts Centre. Just over ten years later, in 1983 with the change to a Labour government, 

the Instant Lotteries Distribution Advisory Committee (Culture) was also given mandate 

to distribute arts funding in the State. While there was concern over two bodies 

impairing each other’s operations and policies (see Ted Snell, “Visual Arts and the Arts 

Council”, Praxis M, No.1, April, 1983, p.12). The lottery funding meant substantial 

increase in the amount available and allocated to arts organisations. The WA Opera 

Company, the National Theatre Company, the WA Ballet Company and the WA Arts 

Orchestral Foundation had their funding doubled while Praxis received its first general 

operating grant (1983-83: $30,000). Renewed political interest in supporting the arts 

was also reflected in private and corporate interest in collecting art. Several Perth 

business men with a public profile, for example Alan Bond, Robert Holmes A Court 

and Kerry Stokes, attained high profiles as investors in art. This profile of art as a 

marketable asset can be interlinked with the political agenda of having arts accepted as 

an industry. 
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alchemical symbolism over the years. He would perhaps use it more literally, 

while I use it with a speculative degree of distance and irony.” 

  

The collages shown at Galerie Düsseldorf were Gibbons’s only exhibition of ‘pure’ or 

raw collages. After this show collaging and combining images became his favoured way 

of working, however he began to employ a variety of commercial and techno-logical 

processing techniques before presenting his works as finished. This unified the surface 

and the disparate images. They are different in effect to the roughness of the collage 

tradition in Australia, which has been a larrikin-type position in the vein of the 

Annandale Imitation Realists. In response to my suggestion that he has always reduced 

his collages to a comfortable surface, either through geometric patterning (the 1981 

Düsseldorf show) or through copying technologies (e.g. Duccio, 1989, and Fun and 

Game 1995, series) Gibbons commented: “There is a kind of artistic refinement there, 

for want of a better word. There are always decorative and so called aesthetic elements 

as well. I also like to be a bit outrageous, but not too much.”654

 

Gibbons has also linked his use of technological processing techniques to the period in 

which he grew up: “One of my motivating forces has just been curiosity. I like to try 

things out. I love gadgets. Like lots of lads of my time, I was brought up on the 

Meccano set and the Hornby train”.655 He thus also sees a layer of affectionate irony 

within his collage pursuits; again nothing changes even though technology gives the 

illusion that it does.  

 

The group Xerox Show exhibition at Quentin Gallery in 1982 was the catalyst for 

Gibbons’s foray into photo-copied work. It was a Printmakers Association of W.A. show 

which investigated the idea of an original print.656 A separation between the artist and 

the final result has been a feature of much of Gibbons’s work since then—a 

 
654 Gibbons, interview with author, prev. cit. 
655 Ibid. 
656 Imprint, No. 3, 1981, had provided a definition of original prints which included 

xeroxes as a form. Jean Aitkin, Hans Arkeveld, John Glass, Richard Gunning, Harry 

Hummerston, Doug Sheerer, Helen Taylor and Paul Moncrieff were amongst those who 

exhibited at the Quentin.  
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standardised look is produced through the use of mechanical reproduction technologies 

and the artist’s active presence is buried beneath the ordered world of culture (both 

contemporary and historical). 

 

Historically this show was radical in relation to local audience expectations in the 

printmaking techniques employed and the questions about art making that it asked. For 

although by the 1980s fine art printmaking had an established tradition in the state, the 

majority of  print-made works exhibited always showed input from the artist’s hand via 

the plating and printing process. Eight years into their existence the Printmakers 

Association chose to question this status-quo.657   

 

In Gibbons’s Xeroxes the surface is mechanically controlled and machine-made, 

impersonal and intellectualised, with an air of coolness. The texture of collage surfaces, 

the spontaneity and quality of the maker’s mark and feeling are reduced by the use of 

the photocopier, the computer, and by a repetition of found and borrowed motifs. This is 

not to say that the use of such tools and sources has erased the artist’s role. The art is in 

the collecting of images and in the novelty of design. Gibbons must find, select and 

make mock-ups or take photographs for copying. Indeed these can be regarded as his 

preparatory drawings, which the photocopier or computer allows him to shade, scale or 

 
657The skills and printmaking work of Henri van Raalte (1881-1929) and Archibald 

Webb (1887-1944) had heralded the start of the editioned print as a serious art form in 

W.A. in the years after Van Raalte’s arrival in Perth in 1910. Local practitioners such as 

Beatrice Darbyshire (1901-1988), Guy Grey-Smith (1916-1981) and Edith Trethowan 

(1901-1939) formed a cross over generation that eventually flowered with the print 

making skills of artists such as Ray Beattie, Brian Blanchflower, Mary Moore, Leon 

Pericles, Helen Taylor and Menuna Vila Bogdanich. In the 1970s there was enough 

confidence in print making as a technique for the Fine Art Printmaking Studio (1974) 

and the Printmakers Association to be established (1974), for the Fremantle Arts Centre 

Print Award to be established (1976) and for the same centre to publish Contemporary 

Western Australian Painters and Printmakers. In 1974 Neil Hollis, Ashley Jones and 

Jeff Jones initiated the Fine Art Printmaking Studio, which received a major grant from 

the Visual Arts Board of the Australia Council in 1975. See also: McNamara, Phillip. 

Cliff Jones: Survey of Prints and Drawings 1968-1998, School of Architecture and Fine 

Arts U.W.A. 2000, p.7-8. 
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crop with ease. However, in deliberate contradiction to this, he has also used an air-

brush to introduce nostalgic, chromatic, distance and a presence of the hand-made. He 

would develop this approach to collage and printing and into several series such as his 

Duccio s and his Fun and Games series. 

 

Solitaire (1982) is an early example of Gibbons’s attempt to unify the collaged surface 

by making a large black and white photocopy of the collage and then hand-colouring it. 

He had bought himself an airbrush in 1979 whilst at Cambridge, in order to reproduce a 

hand-tinted effect:  

 

I found in Venice some large old hand-coloured photographs and bought about 

half a dozen. The air-brush allowed me to reproduce that hand-tinted effect. 

Miriam was doing hand-tinting quite a long time ago; she was much more 

dexterous at doing it than I ever was: she can do it just with an ordinary brush. I 

found that I couldn’t get what I wanted. I’m clumsy compared with her. I found 

that the airbrush did the trick. 

 

Solitaire, a game which you play by yourself, moving bits and pieces around, is 

according to Gibbons an apt description of the art-making process. 

 

In composition they were for Gibbons like jazz. The jazz musician has studied the 

vocabulary of music and knows its metrics by heart. However the jazz performance 

gains its merit by sublimating the intellectual knowledge in improvisation. The 

temperament of jazz is not one of technique but of play, hence in part the title that 

Gibbons gave the exhibition. He gathered and limited the material but was intuitive 

rather than deliberate in his manipulation of it. The fact that the word ‘jazz’ means ‘sex’ 

also reminds us that for Gibbons, as for Stanley Spencer and most of humanity, erotic 

‘fun and games’ are every bit as important as artistic ‘fun and games’.658

 
658 The music-critic Andrew Ford similarly evokes the “jazz” tradition of such collages 

when he describes the avant-garde composer George Antheil’s challenging Ballet 

Mécanique of 1925 as ‘fusing jazz and the din of city life, with mechanised, mass-

produced clatter, and doing so, moreover, in a manner at once celebratory and ironic’ 
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Vorticist Still-life (1982) similarly looks back to the coloured photographs and coloured 

postcard views that Gibbons had seen in Venice. The bits and pieces played with in this 

work refer to some of his academic interests. It features a vorticist exhibition catalogue 

re-sprayed in BLAST colours, a picture of Wyndham Lewis on an audio-cassette, a 

drawing of Ezra Pound by Gaudier-Brzeska, and a poster by E. McKnight Kauffer. The 

coffee grinder is a reference to Duchamp, while the frying pan and teapot are 

conventional props in the types of still-life painted by William Scott (and also recall the 

quote by Spencer given earlier).  

 

In 1984 Gibbons held a second show of works at Galerie Düsseldorf. A third of the 

works on paper were hand-coloured photocopies developed from his photographs of 

local artists in their studios. They form an important historical record of the artists Elise 

Blumann, Loretta Bromfield, Chris Constable, George Duerden, Elizabeth Durack, Nola 

Farman, George Haynes, Marie Hobbs, Cliff Jones, Brian McKay, Mary Moore, Carol 

Rudyard, Ted Snell, and Miriam Stannage in their work spaces. His idea was to sell 

them as limited edition prints; however, scarcely any sold. Julie Prott in a Sunday Times 

review of the other works in the exhibition made the comparison between Gibbons’s 

ironic comment on social foible and fashion and the work of Murray Gill and Leon 

Pericles.659

Many of the works made from 1984 until 1989 have not been exhibited. The collages, 

of which there are about thirty, are in a 3' by 2' format, such as Bronzed Aussies. 

According to the artist: 

     

There are two main things going on, other than the pleasure as always, in the 

fun and games of putting things together. These are the information explosion 

and the illusions with which our heads are all stuffed. There are art and 

religious references. The wrapping paper with the apples on it represents the 

Fall of Man. Some wrapping papers used have art-historical references; to 

Mondrian and Pollock. This draws attention to the interplay between ‘fine art’ 

 
Ford, Andrew., ‘Anarchy and Order’, Illegal Harmonies: Programme 3, Australian 

Broadcasting Commission, May 1997. 
659 Prott, Julie. Review, Sunday Times, September 2nd, 1984. 
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and what you buy from the newsagent, the rapid commercial popularization of 

Modernist idioms. 

 

There is biographical reference in the components used in the collages from the 1980s 

and early 1990s: memorabilia from Gibbons’s trips to Europe, references to his past and 

present life. However these elements are incorporated for decorative and structural 

interest as well as for aiding wider ‘traditional’ symbolic interpretation rather than for 

biographical connections.  

 

Thus “intimate” biographical knowledge informs no crucial narrative or symbolic 

purpose. If asked in conversation, Gibbons can elucidate the biographical element; 

however once this element emerges from the surface, the viewer is little the wiser. 

Adding the asides to each fragment merely illustrates the range of materials that a 

collage artist uses, and underlines how the personal can undergo metamorphosis when 

used in an artwork. The contribution of personal elements is not always for the release 

of subliminal obsessions and self-expression. Indeed the desire to look for such 

symbolic function can be a hunt for the extraneous. Gibbons makes it clear that he is not 

at all interested in ‘self-expression’, in autobiography, or in art as Do-It-Yourself 

psychotherapy, which he regards as tedious self-indulgence. Recognising a picture of 

Miriam Stannage in a work, I asked him for an interpretation which explained the 

autobiographical elements: 

     

My work Homage to Duccio: The Calling of Peter and Andrew [1990] has in it 

a picture of Miriam and The West Australian headline ‘Artist in the land called 

home’—me and my adoptive country. The record label ‘Broken Down Angels’ 

is all we can aspire to be in this world. Also a possible reference to my much-

loved blues-singing cousin who sang and recorded with a Manchester jazz band 

called ‘The Saints’: she was called ‘The Angel’. Self-reference is also there: the 

artist’s airbrush colours, brushes and protractors. Codeine tablets for when I’ve 

got a headache. The hair-dye called ‘Recital’ is a musical reference. Pin-up 

girls form part of the wrapping paper along with the apple referring to The 

Fall— which is why we’re broken down angels. 
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At one level there is a definite personal element to this work. However, the viewer does 

not require to be familiar with this in order to begin the more general interpretation 

offered by the symbolic allusions to religious traditions. The title also invites the viewer 

to look back at another artist’s work and to use this historical link to grasp possibilities 

for meaning. 

 

If the imagery is personal it is not intimate, as the elements quite practically construct 

the idea of an artist at work. There is in the end no interpretative reason to have 

biographical information, for the signifying reference is Duccio’s painting Duccio’s The 

Calling of the Apostles Peter and Andrew (1308-11), which depicts Jesus calling to the 

brothers to come and be ‘fishers of men’. Gibbons’s use of biographical elements is 

shown to have been used as a connection with Duccio’s work as Duccio’s image depicts 

the pair being called as they work. Gibbons’s image makes a similar point to that which 

Duccio made in his—the divine is with us wherever we are and at any time. It also 

makes clear Gibbons’s intention to link his work with the Christian message. 

 

In 1991 Gibbons used his photocopy printing techniques to present images evoking 

‘everyday life in Perth’. He made a series of eight airbrush-coloured xerox prints from 

images photographed from television. Starting with the vanitas premise of change and 

looking for “joco-serious” content he recorded the TV news and then played back the 

footage frame by frame until he saw an image which he thought he could use.660 No 

particular day, channel or issue was chosen but over a few days’ news samples were 

taken. The ironies and paradoxes inherent in the vanitas theme (already discussed) are 

present. It can be considered a similar chance process to his 1982 Random Landscape 

series although the range of possible themes was always going to be “snap-shot” 

serious. All the chosen images concerned the then current Royal Commission into 

financial irregularities.661 The resulting photographs, of Brian Burke, David Parker, 

Peter Dowding, Alan Bond, Laurie Connell, Robert Holmes-à-Court and Warren 

Anderson, were collaged into the image of a cardboard window-display television-

monitor and re-photographed with other images of our time—magazine-covers, drink 

cans, records and packaging. The resulting collages were photocopied and each print 

hand-coloured. They are in the tradition of Warhol’s 1962 New York Mirror front-page 

 
660 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author, prev. cit. 
661 Gibbons, Tom. Catalogue statement Printessentials,1991 
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Pop paintings and similar in effect to that artists’ time-capsules. Gibbons does not 

consider these as primarily political works; they are merely “still life within still life of 

the fleeting world of television advertising and packaging”:662

 

The Royal Commission revelations were on television at the time, so I decided 

to form a Vanitas series on the commission. I was interested mainly in the fact 

that what was appearing on television was part of this world of illusion which 

we necessarily live in. I wasn’t interested in any social comment except to 

indicate there’s no way in which we can find out what the ‘truth’, in inverted 

commas, might be. I photographed them from television, collaged them in, and 

then airbrushed them. A kind of still-life reference. The rubber gloves together 

with the rose convey a nice image of corruption and how money passes from 

hand to hand. The TV set is actually a cardboard dummy from a computer-shop 

window-display. So even the television set is an illusion: Shakespeare called it 

‘this insubstantial pageant’.663

 
662 Though they can be read as similar to the interest of the Independent Group 

(Eduardo Paolozzi, R.B. Kitaj and Jo Tilson) in making political comment through the 

use of collaged elements from the TV and the media. 
663Gibbons, Tom. Catalogue statement Printessentials, prev. cit. The Royal Commission 

series alludes to many themes of Gibbons’s oeuvre. For example Modernist movements, 

in the emphasis on creativity and the rejection of tradition, often explicitly claimed to be 

anti-bourgeoisie (Williams, Raymond) To ignore, circumvent, shock, deride or attack 

the bourgeois mass was part of the Modernist’s program. Gibbons, as already presented, 

has frequently commented on the elitist notion of the artistic genius. Once again 

Gibbons has ironically challenged this, as well as the Marxist critique of the reduction 

of labour to a traded commodity and the Modernist’s identification with technology and 

formalist reduction in depicting humanist values, through his use of the photo-copy, 

collage and the computer. While series, such as his Royal Commission Series (1991), 

have pointed out that politicians are corrupt agents of capitalism, such negative 

identification of exploitation is outweighed by a celebration of the bourgeois production 

and trading enterprise, the identification of all people as part of larger cultural 

structures, traditions and systems. Indeed through his comments on emotionalism, and 

his questioning of personal and sentimental feelings, Gibbons emphasizes that the 

claims of modernism to creativity and liberation is an incompatible urge to the social 
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While some images, such as the work for each of his Vanitas series and the Royal 

Commission series, have been collected to function around predetermined themes and 

ideas, some of Gibbons’s more recent collage works allow for rather more chance and 

improvisation. During the 1993-95 period he worked on pieces presenting his favoured 

theme of the everyday through evocation rather than illustration, describing these as 

follows: 

 

          About three years ago I saw a considerably enlarged reproduction of a collage by 

Kurt Schwitters (1887-1948), the German Dadaist, and realised much more clearly 

than before how perfectly he had succeeded in evoking the entire life of the 

twentieth-century city by employing nothing but colourful scraps of tram-tickets, 

newspapers, stamps, labels, advertisement, and so on. Techniques of evocation 

(rather than naturalistic description), and the subject-matter of the great Modern 

city are both central pre-occupations of Early Modernism, and this ‘Fun & Games’ 

series may be seen as part of that vigorously continuing tradition.. 

 

         Another source of inspiration is the mainly Paris-based avant-garde music of the 

Twenties and Thirties (e.g. Stravinsky, Milhaud, Martinu) which engagingly 

succeeded in combining neo-classical objectivity and coolness with the high 

spirits of jazz and the anarchic wit of Erik Satie. Martinu’s music has been 

described as ‘completely free from sauerkraut’ (i.e. the gloom, pomposity and 

self-pity of German Romanticism), and I hope that the same is true of these little 

 
reality of human production and all forms of human reproduction. Thus liberation, as 

many commentators on modernism suggest, is not a force of isolation. Therefore, as 

Gibbons argues throughout his practical-critical oeuvre, the so called revolutionary 

Modernist forms of liberation, such as anarchism and nihilism, are apocalyptic in 

character and any such project (taken as a model for the collective liberation of all 

individuals) is fed by religious impulses traceable to, and still attached to, transcendent 

ideas. His ideas on Immanence are a means to counter balance or challenge these 

transcendent ideas. 
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works. In describing himself as a neo-classicist, the well-known American pop 

artist Roy Lichtenstein was perhaps thinking along similar lines.664

 

By the late 1990s Gibbons in his Fun & Games series returns to questions about the 

cognizing of signs within art and asks is it merely “fun” or a “game” or will signs, cut 

from their context, still be read as symbols? Are they as jokily banal as randomness 

suggests, do they carry meaning, or are they re-invested with meaning and given 

authority as symbols through the art context? These are the same questions that 

Kandinsky had asked about context and the everyday as he moved towards creating an 

abstraction that brought about “a transcendence of the real.”665 In this series Gibbons 

 
664 Gibbons, Tom. Fun & Games: Sixteen Still-lifes 1993-95, catalogue statement, 

Goddard de Fiddes, 1995. 

Schwitters, like Gibbons, had an interest in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s ideas on language 

and symbols as constituting forms of life. In her discussion of Schwitter’s art as a form 

of life Gamard links his creative activity to Wittgenstein’s discussion of language as a 

“form of life” whereby meaning is dependent on the activity to which it is engaged. 

Whilst she acknowledges Schwitters work being critiqued for its nostalgia she argues 

for its immediacy. Similarly Hutchings deals with similar readings on Gibbons’s work 

by arguing for the irony of his “knowingness” and “dialectical play”, where one cannot 

“settle for either abstraction or representation”. Thus Gibbons’s use of place, motif, 

process and historical layers can still be read as the “happenstance of the array” where 

“the artist is more like a craftsman than like a magus”, yet in accomplishing this 

materiality within the sphere of material life itself Gibbons “explores and critiques” 

modernism. In an echo of Hutchings’s practical/critical praise of Gibbons, Gamard 

praises Schwitter’s use of “human experience as a continual, regenerative process” 

where the immediacy of daily life provides the vitality of art. As both an allegorical and 

metaphorical discourse and a mathematical game of permutations this, according to 

Gemard, is also a “redemptive aesthetic” similar to Hegel’s concept of Aufhebung 

(sublation). Implying both the simultaneous negation and preservation of the past (of 

culture and art), the “contents of tradition” are dialectically preserved in a different 

“redeemed” form; an “antidote to cultural and spiritual oblivion.” See Gamard, 

Elizabeth Burns. Kurt Schwitters’ Merzbau The Cathedral of Erotic Misery, Princeton 

Architectural Press, 2000, pp.28-29, p.63 and pp.141-143. 
665 Ibid. p.115. 
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comes close to an ironic stale-mate between abstract meaninglessness (his view of the 

transcendental Modernists) and the integrating of variety into a meaningful reality. They 

are on the joco-serious edge between nothingness and wholeness that summarizes the 

integral approach to reality.666     

 

The works in the Fun & Games series are multi-faceted and amorphous. They delight 

our enthusiasm for making meaning. They can be read as a reaction against the 

conformity of the Homage to Duccio series; as a continuation of Gibbons’s interest in 

Modernism via dada, surrealism and the ambiguity of chance; or as a development of 

the artist’s fascinated delight in jazz, and, possibly (out of Duchamp), chess. They are 

fully indicative of a shift from a Modernist to a post-Modernist critical framework, often 

suggested within his oeuvre through an opening up of the “reader’s” role in discovering 

a range of possible meanings rather than alluding to an inherent meaning.  

 

When questioned about the meaning of the work, Gibbons acknowledged its Christian 

allusions but said that he was attempting to move beyond free-association into the 

random and choiceless as an experiment to find, after the event, if constancy of such 

symbolism remained.667 When asked if he had achieved authentication he said he still 

wondered if the transformative awareness was a directing influence from his 

subconscious, if it existed as a condition of society or of God. This dilemma of 

authenticity is one faced by all Integralist’s. Wilber maps the possible understandings in 

a range he describes as moving from the pre-rational to the transrational.668

 

Insisting that the compositions of these collages express no pre-determined meaning, 

Gibbons may appear to come close to the very situation which he had earlier (in 

Westerly) anathematized in contemporary abstraction. If we accept them as random 

images, lodged together, then they are a purely formal fact rather than visual evocations 

of metaphoric meaning. However the materials used consist of figurative images, which 

are themselves highly evocative.  

 

 
666 Wilber and Edinger, prev. cit. 
667 I use his key words. 
668 Wilber, prev. cit. p.89. pp.103-108. 
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What do they reveal about common reality? There are none of the assembled beasts or 

connotations of a dark, confusing dream strata emphasized in the surrealist collages that 

Gibbons could have directly referenced. He had since his undergraduate days been 

interested in surrealist-dada collages, particularly the collage-novels of Max Ernst 

which he considered a humorous jibe at the seriousness with which surrealist’s, such as 

Dali, took Freudian symbolism and alchemy.669 He owned copies of these but did not 

quote them as he had Duccio. He certainly respected aspects of the cultural 

anthropology and search for meaning within disparate elements that Andre Breton, 

Marcel Duchamp and Max Ernst attempted, believing that their joco-seriousness 

corresponded with his own sensibilities. However the differences in poetic logic, even 

when he used chance, resulted in quite a different language, and thus revelation of the 

common reality, than that given by the romantic individualists of surrealism.670   

 

In this series the viewer’s focus is not upon a purely formal fact, as it might be if the 

image was just formed by colour; he or she is encouraged to attach meanings to the 

images. Although Gibbons’s concern was not total symbolic coherence, he carefully 

selected pieces of the physical reality of the world surrounding us which seemed to him 

emblematic. The fact that bits and pieces can be read as reflecting his previous symbolic 

references supports his conviction that religious conventions have been codified and 

aligned with the everyday commercialized world; in a broad sense they are archetypes. 

  

He himself has described his Fun and  Games series as: 

 

 Would-be prototypes of a gaudy and celebratory electronic urban folk-art for our 

rapidly changing society, an updated computerised version of what the Vorticists 

were aiming at over eighty years ago when they described themselves as the 

“primitives” of the twentieth-century machine-age: The artist of the Modern 

movement is a savage: … this enormous, jangling, journalistic, fairy desert of 

 
669 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit. He lent me copies (reproductions) of 

Ernst’s two novels.   
670 Ibid. The differences Gibbons sees as a matter of poetic logic; his attention to history 

being logical, the surrealist interpretations being too narrow and shallow (Freud) or 

romantic and occult driven (reliant on the individual or other realms). 
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Modern life serves him as Nature did more technically primitive people 

(BLAST).671

   

15. Gibbons’s Focus On Photography 

Gibbons had been taking photographs since he was a university student: 

    

     I had my first camera when I was an under-graduate. The first photograph I 

took was of a glass tumbler on the window ledge in my little bed-sitter. My 

very first photograph was a still-life. I was put on to photography very early by 

Allan Edwards who had noticed in the U.W.A. library a very fine collection of 

photographs by Eugène Atget. He was one of the most marvellous early 

photographers. 

 

He had used painting as his primary focus for just on two decades when in the late 

1970s he changed focus from painting to photography and collage. As he had 

consistently used camera- and film- or mass-media images as his primary image source, 

the change was not a renunciation of his interests but a re-orientation in medium. His 

engagement with photography has ranged from documentation through work on photo-

sensitised canvas, to computer-generated postcards.672 The privileged position and 

                                                 
671 Gibbons, Tom. Artist statement, Goddard de Fiddes Gallery, 1996. He quotes 

Wyndham Lewis (ed.), BLAST, No. 1, (1914), p.33. 

The working back and forwards, between a symbolic sensibility and a playful use of 

material from the “real world”, that Gibbons mentioned in his Fun and Games catalogue 

represents in many aspects the contradictions inherent in all art making - the tension 

between the idea and the physicality of the art work. A contradiction explored in 

Western Australia in the late 1980s by the work of Karl Wiebke, Alex Spremberg, and 

Trevor Richards, and continued and added to in the 1990s by John Dahlsen, Andrew 

Leslie, Jurek Wybraniec, Cathy Blanchflower, Carey Merten and Michele Sharpe. 

 
672 The privileged position and future of painting was part of a wider debate about art 

occurring within the Australian art community.  
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future of painting were part of a wider debate about art and its relevance to Modern life 

occurring in the 1970s within the Australian art community.673  

 

Indeed photography as an art form, in line with experimental developments overseas 

(particularly as the promoted histories were American and British), began to become 

part of Australia’s official high culture in the early to mid 1970s. The newly formed 

Australia Council for the Arts included funding for photography in 1973 and “By the 

end of the decade it seemed that the battle ‘photography as art’ had been won. 

Photography was firmly institutionalised – taught, exhibited, collected and 

published.”674  

 

Locally in the last two years of the 1970s Artlook became an important publisher of 

local photographers; Fiona Girvan-Brown, Edward Edkins, Keven Moore, Anne Roots, 

Stephen Smith and Alan Vizents amongst those published. This was the result of 

photographic courses being offered at the Perth Technical College, Claremont and 

Nedlands Teaching Colleges and W.A.I.T., with lecturer and artist Alan Vizents central 

to a developing conceptual approach.  The Western Australia Centre for Photography 

was set up in 1979 (by Kevin Moore and John Ogden) with membership under the name 

of Quadrata. The burgeoning use of photography by West Australian artists during the 

late 1970’ and early 1980s was given prominence by the Art Gallery of Western 

Australia in 1981-82 in a series of three exhibitions with accompanying catalogues (the 

last sponsored with the Australian Centre for Photography in New South Wales). Each 

of the exhibitions featured between 7 to 10 local photographers and in 1983 audio-

visual installations were exhibited. Although Gibbons had used photographs as a basis 

for many of his paintings, in 1974/75 he printed his images directly onto canvas.  

 

A central concern of the debates was again about the use of fine art for either abstract or 

mimetic purposes. It was argued that the medium of photography made the mimesis of 

painting redundant. Photo-realist techniques – of painting from a photograph – became 

 
673 Bernard Smith has written about the doubts then being voiced by artists in his 

Australian Painting. 
674 Newton, Gael. Shades of Light Photography and Australia 1839-1988, ANG 1988, 

p.153. The title of Newton’s text indicates that this is an Australian history though West 

Australian photography is not covered in depth. 
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part of the local art debate during the mid 1970s when Marcus Beilby, Kevin Wadrop 

and Ashley Jones started exhibiting their work under the group name of the High Street 

Studio Realists.675 They were labelled as “artists who couldn’t paint because we were 

copying and cheating from photographs.”676  

 
675 The idea that “an innovative realist movement” would flourish in Perth was 

promoted by Hutchings on ABC radio and repeated by Andrew Saw in “Art: Beilby and 

Wadrop”, Artlook, Vol. 4, No. 5, June 1978, p.9. In the same art review section Keith 

Russell, commenting on Ken Reinhard, writes “that the ‘pop art’ style is a little behind 

the times…” 
676 Marcus Beilby, interview with author East Fremantle February 1991, the interview 

was written into an overview of Beilby’s work published as “Beilby’s realism”, 

Fremantle Herald, March 1991.  

Gibbons, on the March 29th 1976 edition of the ABC radio program Monday Critics, 

praised the “individuality” of these artists’ path and spoke favourably about their 

realism of “contemporary life” in the exhibition 3 Realists at the University Undercroft 

Gallery, comparing their “newness” to the “well-trodden” abstract path used in the work 

of Leon Pericles at the Concert Hall. His support drew a critical response from abstract 

figurative artist Richard Hook in the pages of Artlook, who draws attention to the 

influential role that a critic has and criticizes Gibbons for taking the role of “guru” with 

his opinion that New Realism is “the going thing” and “the most valid mode for artists 

to be working in” and that when “the business of art is to express something about 

contemporary life, then realism offers us the best way of doing it. See Hook, Richard. 

“Be Realistic”, Artlook, Vol. 2, No. 4, May 1976, p.11. 

Of course Gibbons had been involved in similar debates about the role of the critic, as 

well as arguments about style via the abstraction versus realism debate, 11-16 to years 

previously in the pages of The Critic (as demonstrated earlier in this thesis; see the 

section on Philpot). As already discussed Minc had written about new-realism in 1963 

(“About Turn for Modern Art”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 10, March 1963, p.88), tying it 

to pop art, and in its various modes its history was well understood by Gibbons. Hook, 

like Edwards in 1962, has misconstrued Gibbons’s point of view. The inferences 

provided by Hook suggest that Gibbons was once again against abstraction as the 

prevailing academy. It is true however that Gibbons did see the photographic flatness of 

new realism as the best way to say something about contemporary life; not the only way 

to say something, but the best mode for describing and making analogies or inferences 
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Gibbons’s “practical” response to the local debate on “photographic” realism was to be 

literally “photographic” – in 1977 he imported photo-linen from Germany and hand 

coloured the images he painted onto them. There were ten images made with the linen: 

six postcard-sized King’s Park Views, a Subiaco back-alley scene titled The Back of 

Lenny’s (illustration No. 28), two film stills from Hollywood political films titled Che 

and The Hitler Gang (the later illustration No. 27) and a rainbow of 35 millimetre film 

strips titled Rainbow Movie.677 In a realist vanitas tradition Gibbons also photographed 

 
to “life” without relying on overly expressive surfaces. Indeed when attempting to use 

style for particular purposes Gibbons in his own art uses certain aesthetic modes, 

including abstraction, to suit his intent; as his own Vamps, Clowns And Hoodlums 

exhibited in the Nolan Room in 1976 demonstrate through their play of colour. This 

point is also made by Hutchings when he comments, in a review of this show, on the 

design of Gibbons’s images of film stars as being as “sensitively realized” as his 

abstracts of “a few years back”: Hutchings, Patrick. “Vamps, Clowns And Hoodlums A 

Review of Tom Gibbon’s Paintings”, Artlook Vol. 2, no. 4, May 1976, p.3. Hook must 

have been cogniscient of the intended emphasis of Gibbons’s comments because he also 

argues that “Away from surfaces, the most valid means are surely the ones which are 

most expressive. Given the diversity and dimensions of our experience it is outrageous 

to prescribe subject matter and mode to any artists at any time”. Gibbons certainly 

would not prescribe subject or mode but he has consistently argued practically and 

critically that “dimensions” away from the surfaces of the real world are problematic to 

share through the two dimensional surface of art.  
677 Gibbons has used the term “rainbow” in titles for several film based works and as a 

description for the layered colours he used in various landscape series. The rainbow is a 

symbol of both grace and immanence. Thus Gibbons wrote in notes for his 1998 

Artplace Exhibition that a series of seascapes related both to jazz and “the Biblical 

ladder (Genesis 28:12) which, like the rainbow, connects the everyday and the heavenly 

worlds.” In 2002, commenting in his studio on a Wave series that he exhibited at The 

Church in 2003 alongside a Flag and Lunch-Bar series, he also related jazz and the 

rainbow symbolism to “ an ironic zen-like play on the idea of wave and ocean, above 

and below, and their  reflections of the sky.” Such commentary indicates how Christian 

symbolism and its correspondences in other religions consistently occupied his mind. In 

his “Australiana’ Notes” (prev. cit.) for this 2003 exhibition he writes that the eventual 
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table-top still-lifes, exhibiting these both as hand-coloured photo-graphs and Xeroxes 

(illustration No.’s 34 -38 are examples).  

 

Table-top still-lifes and references to other artists were also made by the High Street 

Studio Realist Marcus Beilby. For example his Breakfast of Champions (1977) depicts a 

birds-eye view and juxtaposition of two open magazines and a collection of objects 

displayed on a tabletop (the magazine illustrations juxtaposed are of a military cannon 

and pornographic images of a woman). The stereotypically gendered imagery and table-

top display of everyday kitsch via a voyeuristic sensibility recalls several of Gibbons’s 

images already discussed and the still-life gendered images of Audrey Flack.678 The 

connection to Flack is strengthened by Gibbons including reproductions of Flack’s 

vanitas work in several of his collages (discussed earlier).  

 

Gibbons’s own remarks are relevant here: 

 

By 1975 photo-realism had come along. I thought there wasn’t really much 

point in doing photo-realist paintings when you could reproduce a photograph 

on canvas. I managed to get hold of some photo-linen from Germany. With the 

help of my photographer friend I reproduced various images on the photo-

sensitive canvas and hand-coloured them. I’d got to know Miriam Stannage by 

this stage and we experimented on these techniques together. I hand-coloured 

them with oil paint. I think because of the difficulty of that I eventually got 

onto the airbrush. 679  

 
twenty-four “Wave” images were inspired by the painting “Rough Seas” by the 17thC 

painter Tawaraya Sotatsu (shown in Monet and Japan at A.G.W.A. in 2001). He 

imagined that “Sotatsu’s work is informed by Zen mysticism” and so inspired  set out to 

make  Christian equivalents; tying the number of his “calm” seas to the 24 hours of the 

clock and providing a series of “Lunch Bar” images taken at the seven Canonical Hours 

of prayer for the notion of “eternal time” to be subtly evoked. Like much of Gibbons’s 

oeuvre the layers of meaning and evocation are wittily “humdrum” yet apparent.  
678 This connection between Bielby and Flack is made by McDonald in her thesis “The 

High Street Studio Realists”, U.W.A. p.36. 
679 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit.  
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From the mid 1970s and into the 1980s Gibbons continued documenting suburbia, 

artists in their studios and setting up still-lifes which he photographed and turned into 

prints. Although they have a Pop sensibility - via the graphic quality produced when the 

image is transferred into another medium - they are removed from the bright colours 

and collage Pop sensibility of Gibbons’s early 1970s work. Perhaps ironically he returns 

to this sensibility in multi-layered collages in the 1980s a couple of years after a Ken 

Reinhard exhibition at Fine Art Gallery is criticized for its Pop style being “a little 

behind the times”.680

 

An example of his urban images and the photographic process used to create a particular 

effect for an eventual ‘print’ is Railway Nocturne (1982), taken near Daglish Station. He 

has used a positive ‘negative’ image to produce the black sky which makes the title of a 

nocturne appropriate. The shape of the signal lamp and roof are elements of design, yet 

the signal lamp mysteriously doubles as a kind of moon on the sky reminding one of the 

imagery of his earliest still-lifes. This ‘print’ is one of a dozen that reverses the usual 

process of transforming a negative transparency into a positive image. Gibbons has had 

to re-photograph the negatives to create ‘positives’ for the printing reversal. The 

resulting images reinforce photography as a manipulation of process and reinforce an 

alchemical concept of the complementarity of opposites.  

 
 

These urban photographs by Gibbons pre-date the urban documentary photographs 

of the local art group Media-Space. During the 1980s both continued documenting 

expanding suburbia and moments of inner city irony. When asked if Media-Space 

had influenced his photographs Gibbons commented: “I knew about them, but only 

at second-hand through Brian McKay. I didn’t see any of their work at this time. … I 

had started out to do suburban images. I’d done some Subiaco shop-fronts and the 

randomising technique was a way of side-stepping myself. I wanted to find out what 

suburbia was like …to take a fresh look at it, and see what was actually there rather 

than what I thought should be there.” See also: Bromfield, David. “Alan Vizents: 

Media-Space and the Metropolis”, in Gone West Essays and Criticism 1981-1992, 

PICA Press, 1993, pp.46-48. 
680  Russell, Keith. “Art: Ken Reinhard – Fine Arts Gallery”, Artlook, Vol. 4, No. 5, 

June 1978, p.10.  
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His major photographic series was exhibited at the Undercroft Gallery, U.W.A. in 1983 

under the title of Random Landscapes (illustration No. 31): His catalogue statement 

outlined the process and intent: 

 

    I wanted to produce some images of the metropolitan area, but as I started out 

to do this I found that my own preconceptions were getting in my way. So 

Dennis Rumley of the U.W.A. Geography Department, using random number 

tables, found these locations for me. I specified thirty to be the number. He 

produced these thirty locations around the metropolitan area, which I then went 

out and photographed with Roger Webber, the Geography Department’s 

photographer. We spun coins to get directions. This was to get rid of my own 

preconceptions about what the metropolitan area should look like. 

 

     I found that my own notions of the picturesque were getting in the way all the 

time. I didn’t compose the picture. A series of random guides brought us to that 

spot, and I asked Roger to take a photograph, one black and white and one 

coloured. I was being as impersonal as I could. They were reproduced as 

conventional bromides in black and white. I used an airbrush to colour them 

rather unrealistically. This was quite deliberate: adding irony and nostalgia was 

my personal contribution. The results seem to me to have something of the 

‘metaphysical’ disquiet which is evident in the films of Antonioni, and which 

harks back to de Chirico and Morandi. 

 

     … By using these collaborative randomising techniques I hoped to avoid 

depicting sites according to my own conscious and almost inevitably 

‘picturesque’ choice. 

 

    One of the most interesting things revealed is that although not a single human 

being appears in any of these images, very few lack some sign of human use 

and presence. 

 

His assistant Dennis Rumley recalls: 
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My input into the project related directly to some work which I was involved in on 

Central Perth concerning the nature of the urban environment. In particular I was 

interested in the content and structure of individual images. While these images 

are personal and subjective, to some extent they are also shared by others. 

Similarly, the artist’s image of a place and landscape can be highly personal and 

thus his or her representation of that image can also be highly subjective. 

 

The feature of Tom’s project which I found particularly interesting was that he 

was concerned with the identification not of ‘subjective’ images, but of objective 

images. My precise role in the project was confined to the sampling and 

‘fieldwork’ stages. Tom wanted to select thirty random locations within 

metropolitan Perth, take a directionally random photograph at each location, and 

then paint the resultant objective images. Reference to the UBD and random 

numbers tables resulted in an initial sample of thirty maps. Random co-ordinates 

were then generated for each map to identify a precise location. We then took a 

four-wheel drive vehicle to each location, at which the random direction was 

chosen for each photograph.681

 

As Rumley went on to say the ‘results’ in the form of the paintings might be interpreted 

in a number of ways, however a central theme is the one of human impact on the natural 

environment. At one extreme in the images there is virtually untouched natural bush 

scenes, and at the other extreme scenes in which nearly all trace of natural vegetation 

has been removed. The nature versus culture theme and questions about how 

detrimental the impact may be is held in a painting where the only remnants of life 

appear to be a few isolated houses located in an ocean of sand, and a sign which reads 

ironically, ‘parking.’ Whether from this desert like wilderness deeper meaning will rise 

is pertinent but left unanswered by the artist for all we can see is a process of 

urbanisation that involves both destruction and creative re-forming. What is being 

parked is left as enigmatic although for the environmentally concerned, such as Rumley, 

such scenes were ultimately tragic.682

 

 
681 Rumley, Dennis. Tom Gibbons, Random Landscapes prev. cit. September 1983. 
682 Ibid. 
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As presented here Gibbons’s conceptual distancing from his content reached a logical 

conclusion in his 1983 Random Landscapes Series (illustration No. 31) in which the 

aesthetic and physical execution of each image involving minimal decisions by the 

artist. His use of random number tables used to decide the locations, and an assistant 

taking the photographs (direction decided by spinning coins), can also be related to 

ideas of process art that dominated local practice in the early 1990s. 683 That the images 

were reproduced as conventional bromides and then coloured with an airbrush in order 

to add an ironic tone of “Metaphysical” nostalgia is perhaps lost on the viewer.684 A 

more recent series that shares a similar concern with suburbia, but which is more clearly 

tied to his Christian symbolism interest, is his The Lunchbar series of 2003 when he 

took photographs, at different locations, at the seven Canonical Hours of prayer (the 

‘Divine Office’ appointed for each day in Christian Institutions). He considered that the 

series were images of the everyday that also carried “a reminder of eternal time”.685

              

Whilst Gibbons had in the past spent much time scouring sources for particular images 

that looked iconic (i.e. his Film Star series), the random photograph series indicate a 

changed perception of the goal of his art practice. Yet although there is considerable 

randomness to the process by which each image was achieved, the random or accidental 

is still the result of a process and therefore the beginning of an order. Art is still a 

gathering activity but the final image, the one which gets exhibited and termed ‘art’, is 

almost accidental, and is only part of a process. The notion that the final art object is a 

part of an applied system, begun by an artist who then remains outside what is 

produced, was a schema given painterly objectification by West Australian artists in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s. Artists who explored this process were centred on Fremantle 

and include Karl Wiebke, Alex Spremberg, Trevor Richards and Andrew Leslie. 

 
683 The notion that the final art object is a part of an applied system, begun by an artist 

who then remains outside what is produced, was also given painterly objectification by 

West Australian artists in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Artist’s who explored this 

process were centred around Fremantle and include Karl Wiebke, Alex Spremberg, 

Trevor Richards and Andrew Leslie. See McNamara The Fremantle Group, prev. cit. 
684 Gibbons. Interview with author, prev. cit. 
685 Gibbons, Tom. “Australiana’ Notes”, The Church Gallery, September 2003. He 

describes the works in this exhibition as “a celebration of everyday West Australian life, 

not without its mystical aspects.” 
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Gibbons’s photographs, collages and interest in process add questions about materiality 

and chance within the everyday to the notions of materiality, choice and process 

explored by these artists. His conclusion was that consciousness is a process that 

establishes a pattern, and art objects are visual tokens of this process. 

 

Gibbons’s approach to photography also shares conceptual territory with local figurative 

artists who gained prominence in the 1980s, such as Thomas Hoareau also relied on 

photographs as a tool for constructing their imagery. Bromfield postulated that it is 

possible to make a fundamental division in the manner in which painters use 

photographs, as a “visual filter which of itself provides the structure” and as a step, 

where “the artist interrogates the photograph, searching for those elements of the 

material and social world of which it is an inadequate token.”686 In the former the 

photograph replaces the imagination, in the latter the memory is the principal tool and 

Bromfield places Hoareau in this category. Gibbons however flits across both usages for 

while the photograph is his principal agent of pictorial structure in series such as the 

Random Landscape series (illustration No.31), it is both memory and a source for the 

material world represented in his Subiaco Lane-ways (1984; illustration No. 45), 

Fremantle Glimpses (1985; illustration No. 44) and his Esperance Suite (1989 and 

1991; illustration No. 46). Similarly, in using photography to record his still-life 

collages it is his memory of tradition that informs his selection of material to record, and 

a combination of the photographic structure and the art history style he wishes to 

reference that informs the painterly techniques he uses to over ride the tonal relations in 

the source. 

 

In his photographic series Gibbons wanted to do pieces that made themselves, and 

involved decisions by the artist as little as possible. The images were produced by an 

assistant using a system designed to make every part of the art-making process random. 

By using such a system Gibbons removed himself as a tool in the intuitive, aesthetic and 

physical execution of each image. Knowing that the work is determined by a system, the 

viewer is forced to abandon Romantic ideas about artistic inspiration and aesthetic 

enlightenment. Though the title of the series sets up expectations about content, the 

mode of its execution subverts any real content. The images have been controlled and 

 
686Bromfield, David. “Thomas Hoareau: The Site of Memory”, Praxis M, No. 2, 1988, 

p.121. 
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are cerebral to the extent that, like all material objects, they have been defined by a 

process of making. However, though they have in a sense been designed, their making 

has not followed traditional crafting procedure. Their conception has taken priority over 

their creation—technique is just a means of arriving at an end. By formalising the 

process of making, Gibbons minimalised biographical detail and stressed indifference to 

any “meaning” of his own. The final image was, at one level, a standardised product or 

mechanism of a system.  

 

Hence there is a narrative and purpose to the existence of these images. However, 

without such information, the photographs look like snap-shots (as opposed to art, news 

or advertising images) that simply note, as such photographs do, visits to particular 

sites. The conundrum of his film images such as The Hitler Gang (1977; illustration No. 

27) are recalled as narrator intervention and support are required if the latent content of 

such images is to manifest meaning.687  

 

In his Random Landscape series (illustration No. 31) Gibbons makes the point that 

representation is not a passive mirroring of things, even when the choices are “random” 

they require choices. Similarly representation, in the most easily obtained mimesis as 

provided by a photograph, is not non-artistic - as once presented as an art object the 

process of making it and of looking at it becomes the focus of an aesthetic experience. 

Gibbons has shown, in an echo and theoretical continuation of his Westerly essay, that 

“All rendering of objects …even photographs, proceed from values, methods and 

viewpoints which somehow shape the image and often determine its contents.”688 

Gibbons practically shows that the art process, no matter how random (and thus 

abstract), is a practice of representation within systems and codes.689

  

 
687 See: Sanders, Noel. ‘Notes on Photo-portraiture’, in Photo-Discourse: Critical 

Thought & Practice in Photography, Sydney College of the Arts, 1981, pp.116-121 
688 Schapiro, Meyer. “The Nature of Abstract Art”, Modern Art 19th and 20th Centuries 

Selected Papers, George Braziller, New York, 1979, pp.195-196. 
689 As shown in my Masters, the ontology and phenomenological process of making art 

was explored in the late 1980s by a group of artists with studios mainly in Fremantle 

(Wiebke, Spremberg etc.) 
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16. Gibbons from the 1980s Onwards: Painted Work 

In the mid-1980s Gibbons made a large body of spray-painted works on paper. He 

approached the making of the series by concentrating on the pictorial boundaries of a 

still-life built around basic configurations culled from cubist still-life forms. The series 

incorporates standard elements of cubist collage—playing cards, glasses, bottles, paper 

lace, game boards—except that these shapes are not painted in the classical cubist 

manner, but stencilled in using an airbrush, and coloured in a manner reminiscent of 

1920s Art Deco. Entitled Subiaco Still-lifes (illustration No. 43), the works oscillate 

ironically between the original period style of Art Deco and its recent revival, in a 

whimsical manner reminiscent of Lichtenstein’s later work. Gawkily elegant in 

composition, their faux-naïf quality is emphasised by the stencilled word ‘artless’ which 

appears in several of them.690

 

The sparsely painted stencilled shapes and lines are blended and harmonised by the use 

of the air-brush. What is left is each object’s aura, and this, combined with a 

monochromatic use of colour, gives the works a flat yet geometrically graceful and 

ordered sense of form.  

 

In these spray-painted works the realism of Gibbons’s photographed and photo-copied 

Vanitas series is reduced to an ideogrammatic pattern of shape and colour. The sprayed 

pastel colours look ethereal, while the minimal treatment of the shapes privileges the 

rhythm of the arrangement above any classical themes. Their foregrounded use of 

simplistic elements draws attention to the prefabricated nature of their production. A 

few feature a noughts-and-crosses board which, flattened against the surface, resembles 
                                                 
690 As shown here “periods” revive or re-cycle. In this context the term “artless” is an 

ironic comment on the lack of a Modernist ability to see period style as also symbolic of 

broader patterns. As I have presented rather just see themes, symbols, concepts, ideals, 

and styles as the sentiments of the zeitgeist, Gibbons also held a historical over-view, 

seeing that these patterns were not isolated period fragments.  For Gibbons the human 

dominates the process of making and reading any object and, rather than deny or avoid 

this logic, one should claim the integrated whole of this space which is built on the 

material and spiritual record to which it remains interconnected. This is akin to T.S. 

Eliot’s 1948 archaeological view of culture that Gibbons, and the Integralist’s, appear to 

have built upon. 
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a music score. Though this, combined with the colour effect, reminds one of the 

transience of music and thus the language of the Vanitas tradition, the series is 

ostensibly a harking back along the cubist path Gibbons had earlier explored. The series 

is reductive and enigmatic: a remarkable effect, given the stylised approach. 

 

Use of heightened pattern and rhythm was also developed by Gibbons in three other 

manually-executed series of oil-pastels of the 1980s: his 1984 Subiaco Laneways 

(illustration No. 45), 1985 Fremantle Glimpses (illustration No. 44), and his 1989 

Esperance Suite (added to in 1991; illustration No. 46).  His Subiaco Laneway series 

returns to the back lanes and alleyways first depicted in photo-linen works such as The 

Back of Lenny’s (1976; illustration No. 28). They ignore “the imposing front view” for 

the “charmingly ramshackled and rustic”. They are fauve-like in colour: “cheerful, 

bright and gaudy”.691 They are not Perth’s first street scenes but are startlingly quirky 

and thus ironic. Unlike the much earlier laneway work of The Antipodean’s - such as 

Boyd, Dickerson and Perceval, or the Social Realists such as Bergner, Cant or Counihan 

- Gibbons’s images contain no figures and make no social comment other than a 

message of irrepressible “life”. Joie de vivre of the streets and lanes of suburban 

Australia has no precedence except for perhaps the celebration of working-class 

Australia in the work of Danila Vassilieff (and a few works by Vike).692  The 

juxtaposition of high-key colours, particularly in relation to the shimmering light and 

space of the south-west landscape, is also a feature of the mid 1970s to mid 1980s West 

Australian work of John Pasco and Trevor Woodward. In the same period it is also a 

colourist aspect to the work of local artist’s Mac Betts, George Haynes, Marie Hobbs, 

Ben Joel, Cliff Jones and Lindsay Pow. They are in style so dissimilar to the Vanitas 

series that preceded them that I was curious about the impetus behind them: 

 

         I must have needed a change! The same again with Miriam. We’ve always been 

restless. We tend to work in series, lose interest and want to get on with something 

else. Miriam, ages ago, bought a delightful little oil pastel by Ted Snell, a medium 

I had never used. I simply thought I’d marry my interest in suburbia with trying a 

new medium. I went out and took some photographs of these Subiaco back-lanes, 

 
691 Gibbons. Tom. Interview with author prev. cit.  
692 The “joie de vivre” of Vassilieff’s work is given by Janine Burke in The Heart 

Garden Sunday Reed and Heide, Knopf, Australia, 2004, p.208.  
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which in those days were really quite rural. Now they’ve all been bituminized by 

the Council and tidied up. I tried to teach myself how to use oil pastels on 

coloured paper.693

 

The Fremantle Glimpses series was exhibited at the Fremantle Arts Centre in 1985. 

Typically, the title of Gibbons’s Fremantle Glimpses series makes a pun, this time on a 

real estate term, as the ‘glimpses’ provided by Gibbons are of side-streets, back lanes 

and verge signs. Like the earlier film-star portrait series and his other figurative 

paintings they are coloured-in projections: “I took considerable license to change things. 

I simply projected the slides and coloured in over the top of each one”. 

 

In application and method of production the images are made up from pastel gestures or 

brushed marks. However the picture dynamics are formal and static, being tied to an a 

priori design decision which is not subject to gestural feedback. The image-source 

makes the painting process mechanical, or at least choreographic, with the artist’s hand 

anchored to the photographed forms. The controlled interaction of materials, facture and 

image continues Gibbons’s interest in art as a structure and a task as opposed to an 

expressive gestalt. 

 

In the Fremantle Glimpses series, vivid pinks, reds and purples are used to recreate the 

shadows and surfaces of brick, verandahs and tin roofs. The luminosity of oil pastels 

helps to capture something of the dazzling West Australian light, and the subject-matter 

illustrates aspects of the townscape falling into disrepair. As Gibbons states: “We’re 

surrounded by little back-lanes, discarded coke cans and mad little Bex Factories which 

are really a source of great interest and delight. They are not to be ignored but, on the 

contrary, to be greatly valued”.694  

 
693 Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit. 
694 Ibid. As this suggest the precursors within Gibbons’s own oeuvre are his series on 

Subiaco lane-way series (1984), his Subiaco side-walks and images of various industrial 

buildings (The Bex Factory and The Back of Lenny’s) from the mid 1970s. It is a genre 

popular amongst local artists but utilized by them for a range of themes. In the 1930-50s 

period the work of artists such as Portia Bennett documented the modernization of the 

city and surrounds, whilst in the 1980-90s period artists such as Thomas Hoareau used 
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Gibbons’s surreal use of colour in his Fremantle Glimpses series suggests both affection 

towards such inadequately remembered objects and that local nostalgia for such heritage 

is somewhat kitsch. Similar to Bromfield’s interpretation of Hoareau’s work the series 

also suggests that the imaginative reference points within such locations has 

disappeared into “an unfocused chaos of forgotten fashions and useless information.”695 

The question of what retains significant historical value within the contemporary 

context is fundamental to their presence. Thus whether the built environment or kitsch 

consumer goods are “remnants of once grand systems of associations and expectations”, 

or whether the connotations within their representation can still claim an authenticity 

that helps construct “a stubborn reference to long-standing traditions of Western art”, is 

evident within this series as having become the central concern of Gibbons’s practice. 

Following series - such as his Cape Le Grand (Esperance) 1990 suite of paintings 

(illustration No. 46), his Artless Still-Life (Stencil) series of 1991, and his Fun and 

Games series of 1995 (illustration No. 50) - also explore the major possibilities of this 

question of memory, structure and tradition.  

 

The 1990 Esperance Suite consists of landscapes in the same luminous pastels. They 

feature the coast-line, sea and sky and may be seen as a kind of collage in that they are 

projected photographs coloured in with painted impressionistic pixels of dots and 

dashes: 

 

         Some fifteen years ago, Miriam Stannage and I visited Esperance and the 

nearby Cape Le Grand National Park. It was the first time that I had visited this 

area, and I thought that Cape Le Grand was one of the most beautiful and 
 

references to the re-development of the this “heritage” to comment on memory and 

human alienation within the built environment. See Heymans, Rie. Review Exhibition 

Portia Bennett & Marj Tarling, Undercroft Gallery U.W.A. 1986, and Bromfield, David. 

Gone West, prev. cit. pp.121-127. Many of Hoareau’s early works were still lives of 

kitsch objects, to Bromfield suggesting “the ease with which the everyday order that 

memories requires of images can be swept away” (p.121). Tom Alberts, and Richard 

Gunning, are also artists who worked with notions of change and memory during the 

1980-90’s period. 
695 Bromfield, prev. cit. p.121. 
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spectacular places I had ever seen, with its silver sands, turquoise sea, and orange 

sandstone promontories enclosing delightful and almost circular bays. 

         Since then we have made several trips to other areas in the South-West of the 

State, and I have formed a deep affection for the coastal scrub lands. At first sight 

these appear somewhat monotonous, but closer inspection reveals a splendid 

variety of brilliantly coloured flowers, and foliage in myriad attractive shades of 

blue-grey-green. 

       We visited the Esperance and Cape Le Grand area again early last year, and 

were just as impressed by the beauty of Cape Le Grand and the coast-line around 

Esperance as we had been on our earlier trip. I hope that the present ‘Esperance 

Suite’ of oil pastels will give some idea of my deep feelings for the area.696

 

Given Gibbons’s criticism of the “quasi-scientific” realism of Impressionism it may 

seem strange that he uses a style he disparaged.697 However if Snyder’s argument that 

the Impressionist style of juxtaposing “pulsing energetic” colour is “step one of 

phenomenologizing” then the use of such a style recalls Gibbons’s 1967-69 Op works. 

Such a connection indicates that he is again questioning the multi-layered relational 

richness of the world and asking is meaning a cultural way of seeing or more sense 

driven.698 The Esperance Suite are charming, though laborious in method when 

compared to the other mechanical processes Gibbons had begun to favour. They employ 

a busy surface stylisation and a method for generating ‘paintings’ that Gibbons hasn’t 

used again except for an abandoned Pop-Op flower series in 2004. However whether we 

respond to art through our senses or through a multiplicity of connections became a 

question central to the next decade’s work. 

 

He returned to painting in his 2001 series Art and Alchemy. These are a minimal Op 

styled series where the same image – that of a battery – is painted to juxtapose and float 

out from the colour of its ground. Gibbons turned to the colour theory of Joseph Albers 

 
696 Gibbons, Tom. The Esperance Suite, catalogue statement, Fremantle Arts Centre, 

1991. 
697 Although published in 1995, and thus after this series, see Gibbons, “Arguments for 

Design”, prev. cit. 
698 Snyder, prev. cit. p.101 and p.90. 
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to decide his colour combinations. The battery with its negative and positive polarities 

was chosen as an image that suggested the idea of the Alchemical Wedding; or union of 

opposites. The series was painted for The Church Gallery and Gibbons liked the irony 

of working on metaphysical subject matter for such a setting (an old church). The 

symbolism of the polarities working in union recalls the ying and yang symbolism of 

his Moon Goddess (1960; illustration No. 39) and the ideas behind his Annunciation 

images (1962 and 1971; illustration’s No. 8 and No. 20). Certainly Christian theologians 

such as Rohr and Martos have equated the ying and yang as feminine and masculine 

aspects of divine virtue that can also be considered “in electrical terms such as positive 

and negative charges.”699

 

In many ways this series completes the transcendent/immanent binary and indicates that 

the immanent is actually an embodiment of the energy of the transcendent. His earlier 

parodies of the abstractionist’s use of Alchemy (Great Bores of Modern Art series) are 

thus aligned with the view that their concern was with the transcendent. Recalling 

Fowler’s final stages of faith the series is universalizing because here Gibbons uses a 

source to imply a broader truth: the source metaphorises into the symbols and concepts 

of an ultimate environment.700 Similarly it is an example of Gibbons’s integral studies 

approach to metaphysical questions and an indication that he is now at ease with the 

impact of his academic background on his sensibility.  

 

The series title indicates the source material for his “correspondences”. Alchemical 

influences “permeated the metaphysical poetry of the seventeenth century” and enjoyed 

a revival during the nineteenth century through the Theosophical movement and the 

Hermetic Society of the Golden Dawn (of which W.B. Yeats was a member). For 

several early Modernist poets, including T.S. Eliot and Gerard Manley Hopkins the 

Alchemist was an image for artistic creation, laborious scholarship, and that the “nature 

of the endeavour” may not attain its intent or heritage.701 As already discussed, the 

 
699 Rohr, Richard. and Martos, Joseph. Prev. cit. quote from p.126; as virtues pp.131-

140. 
700 Fowler, James, W. prev. cit. p.25. 
701 Robinson, John. In Extremity A Study of Gerard Manley Hopkins, Cambridge 

University Press, 1978, pp152-153. That the statement applies to Eliot is indicated in 

Gibbons, Tom. ‘“The Waste Land” in the Light of the “Cross-Correspondence” Scripts 
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Metaphysical poets, Hopkins and Eliot were amongst Gibbons’s favourite poets and 

Gibbons had become very familiar with Alchemical beliefs.702 The series therefore 

foregrounds Gibbons’s interest in the obscurities and arcane symbolism of the 

Alchemical tradition. Questions arise such as does an Op rendering of a battery make 

for an association with such symbolism, for an ironic debunking of the impact of all 

symbolism, or do the images perhaps wittily suggest that the whole system of 

alchemical chemistry at least eventually had some social impact? The reference to the 

Alchemical tradition connects with the Renaissance concept of the everyday world “as a 

kind of treasure hunt of mystic clues and occult hints”, and an aside to Christian 

correspondences to immanence as transmutation as well as a pun on the implements and 

vessels of “the art”.703 These ideas summarise Gibbons’s oeuvre and recall images such 

 
of the Society for Psychical Research’, Yeats Eliot Review, Vol. 13, Nos 1 & 2, 

Summer 1994, pp.7-16.; Gibbons, Tom. ‘Yeats, Joyce and Eliot, and the Contemporary 

Revival of Cyclical Theories of History’, Journal of the Australasian Universities 

Language and Literature Association, No. 69, (May, 1988), pp.151-163. 
702 Haeffner, Mark. Dictionary of Alchemy, Aquarian, Great Britain, 1991, intro. p.21. 

For example: Gibbons, Tom. ‘The Elder Brother: A Biography of C.W. Leadbeater’ 

(Tillett), Westerly, Vol. 28, No.1 (March, 1983), 87-89. See also prev. cit. for this 

paragraph. 
703 Haeffner, Mark. Prev. cit. intro. p.10.  

To Gibbons alchemy is not necessarily a conflicting “symbolic tradition” to 

Christianity. According to Haeffner the principle source of alchemical symbolism is 

regarded as ideas of “conception”, “the Earth-Mother” and “the conquest of matter”. 

Furthermore Haeffner, in outlining the key symbol of Alchemy as the Alchemical 

Wedding (Gibbons’s exhibition and series title), establishes that alchemy is a tradition 

which conceives of the everyday as sacred and as Mother Earth as the womb of the 

everyday sacred. More specifically in its pursuit of the transformation of matter -

“perfection and transmutation”- its origins are evident in several religious traditions, 

most particularly for Western culture back to Adam and Eve, The Fall, and the world 

renewed through the Holy Spirit and Christ (ibid intro. p.15). Thus, in agreement with 

Gibbons’s use of such symbolism, Haeffner argues that “The Alchemical Wedding” 

(resulting in the Hermaphrodite/Androgyny) is the conjunction or mystic marriage of 

the opposites; of which Adam and Eve are the primal pair. The union represents the 

undifferentiated unconscious which bears the potential for all aspects of development. 
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as The Tarot: Valet De Deniers (1970) and his W.A. Artists In Their Studios series 

(1984) which also present the idea of the artist as studio-based transmuter of 

materials.704

 

17. Gibbons’s Joco-serious Metaphysical style and His Humanism 

In 1979 Gibbons had published a text for teaching close reading of prose and verse. In 

this text he introduces the term “foregrounded style” as useful for discussing the degree 
                                                                                                                                               
Within the marriage cosmic sexual duality is unified as the image is of the self that 

transcends ego-consciousness to evoke realization, psychic union and integration. 

Wilber, in No Boundary (prev. cit), implies that such integration of the pairs is being 

“being freed from the pairs” and states this is “in Western terms, the discovery of the 

Kingdom of Heaven on earth” (p.28); in other words awareness of immanence. 
704 Ibid, these sentences p.110, p.61 and p.112. Within this symbolism is a summary of 

the intent Gibbons has articulated for his oeuvre: the use of the everyday within a 

metaphysical framework. It reconciles the latent sexual duality between his use of nude 

women in works such as Still-Life: Horny (1995 Fun and Game series), Still-Life: 

Studio Interior (1981 Studio Still-Life collage series), Aussie Pin Up (1973) and his of 

Madonna type women in his Marching Girl images (1971) and Annunciation images 

(1975, 1971 and 1962). The figurative use of Op colour juxtapositions also recalls his 

1971-78 use of film-stills in works such as Stanley’s Magical Moment No. 1 (1971) and 

Dancer No. 3: Fred Astaire (1971), to John Wayne (1976), Joan Crawford (1976) and 

Marilyn Monroe (1978). As a result the batteries’ joining of male and female aspects 

can also be read as an abstract marriage of his male and female Film Star icons (1975-

78). The theme of transformation inherent in the star making and filmic process is 

indeed alchemical and these associations widen out to a consideration of Gibbons’s 

entire oeuvre being about such processes. Thus the subject of the Alchemical Marriage 

series (2001)  can readily  be understood in relation to the Vanitas based images (1981-

1998), his Tarot images (1960, 1970 and 1998), the Annunciation images (1962, 1971 

and 1975) and his use of moon symbolism (1959-62) as all are imbued with ideas and 

beliefs of transformation tied to Immanence. Rohr, According to Richard Rohr and 

Joseph Martos, prev. cit. p.94, theologically a “God who is both Father and Mother 

frees us for a gospel that is fertile, intimate and universally creative.” This series 

indicates that it is to the history and system of such relating to the experience of the 

divine that Gibbons belongs. 
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of patterning in a piece of literature where the “craftsmanship created by a literary 

craftsman” uses “its highly wrought patterns to distance his most personal 

statements.”705 In the same text Gibbons argues that I.A. Richards’ use of “emotive 

language” (in Principles of Literary Criticism 1924), as a descriptor for how words 

shape reader response, is itself unavoidably “emotive” and “prejudicial” and replaces it 

with the “neutral” adjective “evaluative” to describe the multiple denotations and 

connotations a word has in shaping a reader’s “evaluative response”.706 Similarly in his 

art practice, echoing his reviewing use of pluralism to imply evaluation, Gibbons also 

sought “evaluative” culturally established symbols: as they are less shifting and open to 

multiple denotations and connotations than more personal symbols. Gibbons also states 

in his preface that he aims to enhance the readers’ experiences of literature to help them 

respond with “heightened awareness and increased sensitivity”, so that they can take 

this sensibility into an understanding and enjoyment of the everyday. He argues that this 

is not an elitist position, and asks students to note that “evaluative connotations” are a 

feature encountered in everyday texts such as “jokes, strip-cartoons, newspapers, 

television situation-comedies and even television ‘commercials’” as “in short, the 

distinctive features encountered in passages of literary writing are everywhere about us, 

and the more we learn to recognize them in other forms of discourse, the more easily 

will we be able to recognize them in works of literature.”707 What he sought to achieve 

as a teacher of Literature, he also sought to achieve in his art.  

 

At the centre of Gibbons’s oeuvre is an attempt to capture a consistent and repeatable 

meaning.  His is a metaphysics of presence that may seem at odds with the pictorial 

self-sufficiency of high Modernism. Yet it is strangely analogous. For though Gibbons 

 
705 Gibbons, Tom. Literature and Awareness An introduction to the close reading of 

prose and verse, prev. cit., p.89. 
706 Ibid, p.5 and p.20. For Gibbons words should not confuse and misdirect. Thus he 

champions common sense, the relating of texts to everyday experience and argues 

against pretentious and impenetrable language that obfuscates. Indeed he goes as far as 

replacing I.A Richards’ use of “emotive language” to discuss “connotations” as 

“emotive” and “prejudicial” and replaces both terms with the term “evaluative”; an 

adjective he finds more “neutral” and direct in describing the process whereby 

descriptive language shapes readers’ “evaluative” responses (pp.4-5). 
707 Ibid, pp.5-6. 
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refers to tradition, he also recognises that painters such as Duccio were concerned with 

the values of their own time. 

 

Nietzsche, a century ago, named our period ‘the age of comparisons’.708 Likewise for 

Gibbons the universe is not a world of separate entities but a manifold experience to be 

interpreted through its inter-connectedness. For this reason he has always engaged with 

‘the now’ yet attempted to contemplate it from what T.S. Eliot in ‘Burnt Norton’ called 

‘the still point of the turning world’. Thus, perhaps surprisingly, it appears likely that 

the most persistent underlying influences upon Gibbons’s oeuvre have been those of 

Blake, Nietzsche, Eliot, Joyce, Wittgenstein and even Zen Buddhism. In other words, he 

has always been most attracted by thinkers who have expressed a radical mistrust of 

categorisation and of any kind of systematic philosophy, yet who have all sought beauty 

and harmony; and this attraction can be detected throughout his artistic career. 

 

At its broadest level this type of inter-connectedness can be called Humanist. Grayling 

in his book What is Good sees the “freedom, fulfilment and influence of the humanist 

spirit” as “common to classical antiquity, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the 

Modern scientific revolution,” and traces its sensibility towards “elements of the good 

life” which includes “individual liberty, the pursuit of knowledge, the cultivation of 

pleasures that do not harm others, and a sense of belonging to the human 

community.”709 The “real problem faced by the humanist project”, said Grayling, is “the 

survival of religious beliefs and practices. The “regressive and oppressive expressions” 

of religion, he says, are in “dissonance with the Modern world.”710 Gibbons strove to 

prove the opposite, that the Christian concept of Immanence – because it sees the 

everyday as the self-fulfilment of man - is not regressive and in fact offers a framework 

for unifying the dislocations and dissonances of the Modern world. 

  

 
708 Nietzsche, Friedrich. Human, All Too Human, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 

1994, p.23. 
709 Grayling, Anthony C. What is Good? The search for the best way to live, Weidenfeld 

and Nicolson, Great Britain, 2003, p.203. 
710 Grayling, prev. cit. p.206. 
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Grayling’s viewpoint primarily derives from the ideological hegemony of that strand of 

Christianity which has believed that the source of spiritual value lies outside of the 

world. However, as he acknowledges, “since about AD 1400 – which is to say, in the 

six centuries up to the present – the project of enlightened humanism has been fighting 

back against this theistic transcendentalism.”711 In contrast to Grayling’s core view 

Gibbons considers the immanent aspect of Christian symbolism as life-affirming, as it 

creates community and a celebration of life. For Gibbons the embodiment of the divine 

has continued within contemporary forms and thus Christianity is not in conflict with 

the Modern but an underlying feature of it. He particularly views immanence as a way 

of dealing with the essentially Gnostic cosmogony which had a formative influence on 

early Christianity and which he views as re-asserting itself within the nihilistic strands 

of existentialism, Modernism and post-Modernism.712 As my thesis argues Gibbons’s 

answer to what he views as Modern pessimism is a Christian Humanist position that 

wittily “celebrates” the metaphysics of the everyday. Thus Gibbons’s Homage to 

Duccio series (1989), his “everyday” vanitas based works that compress symbolism and 

reference artists such as Giotto and Spencer, his use of domestic interiors in works such 

as Orbiting Still-Lives (1959; illustration No. 5) and Moon and Bottle Still-life (1961), 

as well as his academic research and publication on the occult, fight against ideas of 

transcendence because he sees the world and its ordinary pleasures as also “divine”.713  

 

Gibbons’s approach to Humanism, metaphysics and the everyday participates in 

dominant debates within Modernism about what is “authentic” art.  Humanism and its 

debates (how to reconcile Modernism with realism and abstraction with authenticity) 

 
711 Ibid. p.12 of preface. 
712 His reading of Nietzsche is to see an ironic play with the world rather than a Gnostic 

fear. He dismisses Sartre, Lyotard, Foucault and Derrida as “nihilistic Gnostic’s”, 

Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit. and letter to author, July 31st, 1998. A  

view similar to Brodribb, Somer. Prev. cit. p.120 and p.127. 
713 Robinson, Duncan. Stanley Spencer, Phaidon, Great Britain, 1990, pp.16-17, 22 and 

72: Giotto and Spencer compressed their narratives, valuing “the thoughts” above 

imitative realisation. Giotto “became the head of the progressive schools of Italy … 

simply by being interested in what was going on around him.” Similarly Spencer 

attempted to raise the life around him to what he felt was “its true status, meaning and 

purpose”… “freed from, the puritanical legacy of self denial in much Christianity.”  
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have been, as suggested by Bernard Smith and other artists and art theorists “the key 

problem in Australian art in the last fifty years.”714 For Bromfield this formulation is 

“identical with the more immediate issue of reconciling an inadequate foreign stylistic 

vocabulary with the differences in experiences here.”715 It is a central point of the 

material presented here that Gibbons has demonstrated throughout his practice that 

coming to terms with the realism/abstract debate as well as deciding how to have a 

meaningful dialogue with “foreign styles” is a central concern behind the development 

of one’s sensibility. Because Humanism has been a philosophical way of dealing with 

the existential issues of these debates, it is through his debates on The Antipodean 

Humanism and symbolism of Australian artists that Gibbons suggested a way through 

to re-consideration of the metaphysical questions he sees as still central to such 

issues.716

 

Bernard Smith’s relationship to Australian debates about abstraction (non-figurative art) 

and realism or figurative art are well documented. His The Antipodean Manifesto first 

published as a foreword to the Antipodean Exhibition held in 1959 in the Victorian 

Artists’ Society’s Galleries, is central to arguments about Modernist style within 

Australian practice. As Smith’s views about Modernism were included in an essay in 

Westerly titled “the Modern frontier” his argument in the manifesto, about the centrality 

of “the image as representing some form of acceptance of, and involvement in life,”717 

did not have to be obtained from a visit to the exhibition (or the sourcing a catalogue). 

Smith opines that “…a slavish dependence in the current ideas of English and American 

critics is regarded as the very opposite of parochialism. The students of this school of 

thought, in their pre-occupation with the “great” and the “universal” tend to overlook 

the fundamental relationship between art and life. …They obscure the truth that the 

great and universal in art and in criticism always arises from close observation and 

sympathy with local surroundings…”718  

 
714 Bromfield, David. Gone West, prev. cit. p.40. 
715 Ibid. 
716 Gibbons, “Paradise Lost” prev. cit. and “Lawrence Daws” prev. cit. 
717Smith, Bernard. The Antipodean Manifesto Essays in Art and History, Oxford 

University Press, Melbourne, 1976, p.166. 
718Smith, Bernard. “The Modern Frontier”, Westerly, No. 3, 1959, pp.16-17.  Some 

Modernist art was reproduced in Westerly and its predecessor Winthrop Review, for 
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As already presented, Gibbons began teaching and studying literature at U.W.A. in 1957 

and started writing about art for Westerly and The Critic in 1961. At the University he 

was reading and absorbing European Modernists, such as T.S. Eliot, rather than 

Australian literature. As Geoffrey Dutton notes whilst the anti-nationalism of Australian 

writers and literature of the period could have fostered an interest in international 

Modernism, Australian writers in the main were anti-Modernism and it was the 

Australian artists who read Eliot in the 1950s rather than the writers.719 Yet although 

reading Eliot the art-making Australian Modernists, as exemplified by The Antipodean 

group, were nationalist in their imagery. The disjuncture between an international 

sensibility applied through national rather than “global” symbols becomes quite ironic 

when it was Gibbons, an artist and literature lecturer who was applying such “global” 

symbolism yet nationally ignored, who was one of the first to locally question the use of 

national myths and expressionism as an approach to Modernism.  

 

Briefly Gibbons’s realist joie de vivre, as exampled consistently across the wit and 

affectionate irony in works such Family (1957; illustration No. 2), The Marching Girl 

No. 1 and 2 (1971), Aussie Pin Up (1973), Still-Life: Studio Interior (1981; illustration 

No. 33), Still Life: Horny (1995; illustration No. 50) and Galvo Burger (1998; 

illustration No. 49), is the opposite to Australian realists such as Counihan.720 For 

example the latter’s’ Good Life Series, exhibited in the late 1960s and early 1970s, with 

an emphasis on the “harsher realities” of “monopoly capitalism, with its emphasis on 

vulgar materialism, its obsession with comfort, gluttony and the acquisition of property” 

is the antithesis of Gibbons’s celebrative yet humorous embracing of such a life-style.721 

Similarly Counihan’s exploration of religious themes is also the antithesis of Gibbons’s 

 
example a tree of life (fern) design by Léger appears in Winthrop review, Vol. 1, No. 3, 

1953.  
719 Dutton, Geoffrey. The Innovators, Macmillan Australia, 1986, p.128. 
720 Gibbons did not equate the symbolic language of art with political convictions and so 

the social preoccupations of some Antipodean series, and work in the vein of the social 

realists such as Vic O’Connor, Yosl Bergner and Noel Counihan, was for Gibbons both 

too ideological and too pessimistic. 
721 Smith, Bernard. Noel Counihan Artist and Revolutionary, Oxford Uni. Press, 

Melbourne, 1993, pp.428-429. 
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position. While Gibbons uses wit, irony and affection in his drawing correspondences 

between contemporary life and past masterpieces of religious art, as in his Healing of 

the Blind Man (1988; illustration No. 35), Counihan uses “aspects of the grotesque and 

parody.”722 Thus Counihan’s Laughing Christ Series of the early 1970s, where he 

presents a secularized Christ as a response to the “great Italian and northern masters of 

the Renaissance and Baroque” that he had “learned from” during earlier visits to 

Europe, is a “man of sorrows” and angst who is “outraged” at “the contemporary 

condition of things.”723  

 

For Gibbons what may have been appropriate for the war years was, by the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, out of touch with the post-war joys of contemporary life. He viewed 

the later developments of  the Cold War, Korean and Vietnam wars as representational 

of ego posturing that was tragic but indicative of the alienated state. However he didn’t 

consider such Modern expressions as necessarily ubiquitous of the Modern situation, 

pointing out that history is full of the tragic drama of violence and alienation.724 

Although he acknowledges that technology allows for violence on a larger scale he also 

believes that each individual can arrive at a state of grace that allows for enjoyment of 

the Modern world. His lack of continued agitation over the Second World War and its 

continuing Cold War politics drew some criticism,725 however he held back from 

pointing out the obvious, that he had been closer than most here, and that his joie de 

vivre actually paralleled the Communist Party line that Expressionist art in general was 

 
722 Ibid. p.436. 
723 Ibid. pp.436-437. Although Christ and life as a place of “sorrows” is evident in 

Gibbons’s vanitas works, he nevertheless conjuncts the genres’ symbols of fleeting time 

with witty reminders that such things are to be enjoyed before they do in fact fade. 

Gibbons’s view on the human condition is accordingly the antithesis of artists such as 

Counihan and his outraged Humanist/communist position. Indeed his Christian 

Humanist position, through the concept of Immanence, assuages the notions of guilt, sin 

and pessimism often associated with the more dualistic strands of Christianity and their 

notions of transcendence, as well as the more pessimistic Humanists. 
724 Gibbons, interview, prev. cit.  
725 see letter to the editor responses in Westerly, prev. cit. Philpot section of this thesis. 

The emotionality of the debate is also evident in The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 4, March 1961. 
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symptomatic of war time defeatism and moral pessimism.726 Gibbons had considered 

himself in the 1940s and early 1950s to be a communist and his realism and opposition 

to art for art’s sake maintains the communist (and humanist) belief that the artist is not 

independent of reality and that “Artistic truth is truth drawn from life itself expressed 

through artistic means.” However his use of the everyday is a sensibility influenced 

more by Pop than political ideology.727  

 

Richard Haese makes the point in Rebels and Precursors that many Eastern states based 

artists and intellectuals of the 1930s and 1940s had connections with the Communist 

Party, either as card carrying membership, as sympathizers or through alliances with 

members, although even members held “quite widely varying moral outlooks as well as 

practical concerns.”728 The activities of the Communist Party also impacted on the 

emerging cultural establishment, social gatherings and networks available to art-

interested people in Perth during the same period. Although other historians, such as 

Gooding and Bromfield, suggest that the Modernist activities and enthusiasms of the 

local communist groups such as the Worker’s Guild ended around 1941 (with the 

departure of central players such as Herbert McClintock and Harold Vike to Melbourne) 

there is some evidence that the dynamics engendered by their activities was honoured 

on the social scene and thus paved the way for acceptance of Modernism in the 

1950s.729

  

The figurative humanism of the 1940s, the images of artists such as Tucker, Nolan, 

Boyd and Perceval, that “took its cue from the liberalizing values of European 

 
726 see Merewether, Charles. Art & social commitment an end to the city of dreams 

1931-1948, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1984, p.102. 
727 Zis, Avner. Foundations Of Marxist Aesthetics, Progress Publishers, Moscow 1977, 

p.108. Interestingly my copy is signed by Merewether. 
728 Haese, Richard. Prev. cit. p.66. 
729 Evidence for this had to be cut from this thesis due to length restrictions. Any 

interested reader can contact me for the material. 
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Modernism”,730 was seen by Gibbons as artificially angst ridden - as being based on 

romanticism and thus without ethical and social value.731  

 

In a variety of ways Gibbons offered his challenge to what he viewed as the established 

angst-ridden tone of early Modernism and its expressionist variant. Gibbons’s polymath 

approach to argue “that various tones can be used to incorporate the existential struggle 

for meaning and purpose in both literature and art” also included a text book that helped 

teachers, high school and undergraduate students to be more holistic in their approach to 

literature analysis. In this text Gibbons “joco-serious” approach within his own oeuvre 

is summed up in a passage in this text on tone:  

 

It needs to be said here that a great deal of so-called ‘serious’ literature is much 

more humorous, witty, and even light-hearted than many students appear to 

imagine. In Chapter 4 (‘Irony’) I stated that ‘comedies while clearly less grim than 

tragedies, are not less moral in their intentions’. In other words, literature can be 

‘serious’ without being solemn, and it can be ‘comic’ without being merely 

frivolous. It can in fact be, and very often is ‘serio-comic’: both serious and comic 

at the same time.732

 

In the section in his text on recognizing the “serio-comic” tone of much great literature, 

examples such as Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and Joyce’s Ulysses, and a long list of 

writers  - including Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Henry Fielding and Oscar Wilde - is 

given.733  

 
730 Haese, Richard. Ibid. p.127. 
731 Ibid. Haese argues that the expressive realism of Australian artists was forged from 

both the Australian context and universal values.   
732 Gibbons, Tom. Literature and Awareness An Introduction to the Close Reading of 

prose and Verse, Edward Arnold, Australia, 1979, p.72. 
733 Within his art practice Gibbons directed viewers to examples of the use of a ‘serio-

comic’ tone in film. For example the subjects of  his ‘icons’ Charles Chaplin (1976), 

Buster Keaton (1976), Shirley Temple (1978)and Laurel and Hardy (1978) are all 

highly regarded for such an approach. Similarly his images, as varied as Still-life: 

Jongleur (1960), Stanley’s Magical Moment No’s 1 and 2 (1971), Regal Zonophone 
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Gibbons took his suggestions on literature study involving consideration of alternative 

serio-comic viewpoints into his own teaching. For example whilst Dickensian criticism 

has focused on his imagery, symbolism and the analogous aspects of plot, structure and 

characterization, Gibbons helped his students note that Dickens’ fiction is also shaped 

by description of sights, sounds and smells that celebrate the everyday. Within his 

classes Gibbons highlighted the comic aspects of Dickens, such as Roas Dartle’s 

melodramatic mode of expression, and the eccentricities of characters such as Squeers, 

Quilp and Mrs. Gamp. He emphasized that a reading of Dickens should thus comment 

on a wide social vision that mixes playfulness with thematic significance so that, 

stylistically, his writing encourages empathy and irony, seriousness and humour.734 

Thus Gibbons applied to his oeuvre what he learnt from Charles Dickens, as he did also 

from Joyce: a way to celebrate the everyday that promotes explorations of identity that 

in some way by-passes context; Gibbons emphasizes perception of beauty and the 

comic as central to optimism and joie de vivre.  

 

Gibbons’s Christian Humanism provided that wide social vision that enabled him to 

question other humanist positions such as that provided by Smith and the Antipodeans. 

However his argument was pluralist in that, as already presented, his position was that 

any model can be ridiculed if it is imitated rather than understood.735

 

 

 
Variations (1972) and his Great Bores of Modern Art or The Unholy Trinity series 

(1990-92), also provide variations on such serio-comic moments through witty actions, 

symbolism or an ironic tone. 
734 This paragraph from authors experiences of Gibbons tutorials 1980 and authors 

discussions with ex-students of Gibbons, Jenny Crow (at Northlake Senior Campus, 

various times, 1994) and Maria Camporaele (at Warnbro Community High School, June 

2004).  
735 Gibbons, Tom.  “Paradise Lost”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 3. October 1962. His 

viewpoint, as already discussed, was not always popular e.g. see Edwards, Allan. 

“Paradise Regained or Hell is Where You Find It.” The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 4, October 

1962. 
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Although Gibbons agreed with Smith’s general humanist views he questioned the 

appropriateness of the psychology of their expressionist graphic realist style of 

chiaroscuro and impasto to the contemporary experience.736 However rather than take 

on what he regarded as the romantic and ethical strands of an Australian Humanism too 

tied to an existential position that attempted to fill the void created by Modernism’s 

denial of objectivity with a faith in individual experience, he moved away from their 

expressionism and “symbology” towards a Christian framework of reference that he 

considered connected all of our human and cultural experiences.  

18. Conclusion 

So where does the development and importance of a Modernist sensibility based on 

metaphysical Christian wit lie?  

 

As indicated by his bibliography and the material presented in this thesis Gibbons has 

chosen to communicate with a wide range of audiences using an equally wide range of 

mediums and genres, from books and essays to poetry, from radio to c.d., from 

photography and computer imagery to painting. Gibbons’s achievements as an 

academic and a practicing artist are perhaps unique in Australian Art history. Similar 

figures from around his generation are Bernard Smith, Donald Brook and Robert 

Hughes, however their art practices are not as sustained. Art peers such as James 

Gleeson, Elwyn Lynn and Robert Rooney, although they are not quite academics 

nevertheless have a considerable critical (and art history) output and can also be 

considered of similar type. However what does distinguish Gibbons from all of these 

people is his underlying metaphysical sensibility. There is nothing quite like it in 

Australia. Yet how this sensibility impacted on his reading of Modernism and history 

and, more importantly for this dissertation, on his unique style and approach to art 

making becomes a useful model for any artist wishing to fashion images around such 

themes. 

  

His preference for the still-life genre and for content that references religious tradition is 

idiosyncratic and for many anachronistic.  In addition he regards himself as a 

manipulator of existing images rather than as a creative originator and so has not 

favoured painting over other, more mechanical mediums which give his work an 

academic or illustrative look. Seemingly he also paradoxically draws inspiration and 
                                                 
736 Gibbons, Tom. “Paradise Lost”, prev. cit. 
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ideas from the occultism of his academic studies yet attempts to gain historical (and one 

could argue conservative) respectability by stating the Bible and Christian ideas are his 

central source. However it is this very broad idea of safe religious play and delight with 

the world, as opposed to their being secretive and hidden Gnostic doctrines which have 

power over such delight, that is the core worth of his practice. Furthermore his visual 

engagement with invoking or allowing layers of religious interpretation returns any 

consideration of late, post or early Modernism notions of play back to an 

acknowledgement of both our cultural foundations and the developmental requirement 

for religious or spiritual ideas and play.737

 

Although Gibbons identified his religious endeavours as similar to that of Stanley 

Spencer, and fully expected his practice to be “similarly dismissed by art historians as 

quaint or eccentric”, such endeavours can re-inform and re-connect the so-called 

Modernist mainstream with the underlying religious structures of our culture.738 In 

achieving this Gibbons’s oeuvre indicates a sensibility suggestive of T.S. Eliot’s 

whereby the romantic path of feeling and desire is made less disparate by being given 

order, or “classical” structure, so that ordinary experience becomes rich and 

universal.739 It is a sensibility that allowed Gibbons to make the method of the work’s 

 
737 This intertextual play, as already indicated, is a stylistic feature of the Metaphysical 

poets and the midrash technique of Douglas-Klotz (prev. cit). 
738 Gibbons, interview with author prev. cit. The comments made here echo Gibbons 

Bradshaw lecture comments, prev. cit. p. 26. 
739 See Eliot. T.S. Selected Essays 1917-1932, Harcourt Brace, New York, 1931. T.S. 

Eliot’s distinction between Classicism and Romanticism (p15) and his arguments over 

the sensibility of “The Metaphysical Poets”, who split sensibility into “the sentimental” 

and “the ratiocinative” (p.248) from which “we have never recovered” (p.247) is a 

notice-able influence on Gibbons own inquiry into meaning. The reader of this thesis 

may ponder whether ratiocination – the unfolding of meaning – is as logical and stable 

as Gibbons and Eliot perhaps want. As already presented much of Gibbons’s sensibility 

has its foundation in Eliot’s thinking. For example one important theme of Eliot’s 

criticism of literature is the relationship between an individual artist and a tradition 

which can be derived from the past. The key expression of this is his 1919 essay, 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent”. For Eliot, consciousness of a tradition adds 

additional meaning not to poets but their productions. This in turn suggests that the 
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construction explicit (as “machine” made, collage “collective” or stylized) and his 

subject matter representational. His work is thus both conceptual and figurative, holding 

both abstract or formal qualities and semiotic coherence.740  

 

One would expect some simultaneity between Gibbons’s academic studies and his 

practice and as presented in this thesis what Gibbons considers the “purpose” of art is 

derived from his study of the ideas, history and debates of Modernism. Whilst to study 

the nuances of such theoretical histories would require another thesis I have shown that 

understanding of Gibbons’s sensibility does require delving into the enormous and 

complex subject of artistic intention and meaning. However although one could 

investigate issues of art historical methodology this thesis, in aiming to present an 

explanation of Gibbons’s Modernist sensibility and his contribution to local art practice, 

has limited itself to examination of Gibbons’s viewpoints. Earlier I defined sensibility 

as a process of inquiry, forged by questions about the nature of knowledge. The reader 

 
poet, as a personality, should efface themselves and act as a receptacle and transmitter 

only. This clearly underlies Gibbons’s understanding of tradition and originality as well 

as his arguments against the “emotion” of Romanticism and expressionist tendencies in 

modernism. Both also view culture – and therefore society – as inextricably religious. 

The reader is directed to Tamplin, Ronald. A Preface to T.S. Eliot, Longman England, 

1988; these comments from p.104 and p.119. 
740 See Gibbons, Tom. “Allotropic States” and “Fiddle-Bow”: D. H. Lawrence’s Occult 

Sources’,  Notes & Queries, Vol. 35, No.3, September, 1988.  p.340; quoting F.W.H. 

Myers. It is an approach to style whereby the progress of the romantic is replaced by the 

classicist’s re-organizing of tradition and, as will be shown, one that relies on seeing 

human consciousness as representing “our central and abiding being” and history as 

semiotic order whereby art (or any intellectual) inquiry is viewed as a process of 

understanding the structures of meaning. The information and tone applied in a 1988 

essay by Gibbons suggests that “unitary consciousness”, as a concept employed by 

many early Modernist’s and “derived from widely read documents of the late 

nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century ‘occult revival’” needs to be traced to its 

originating elements (ibid pp.338-341). For Gibbons these ideas are analogous to 

Immanence and, as argued in this thesis, his oeuvre suggests that the revision of these 

ideas about the completeness of self and ground of being should be through Christian 

metaphysics.  
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is reminded of my thesis that Gibbons’s sensibility is ultimately a search for 

justification and my argument that he decided on metaphysical wit and a Christian 

Humanist view of immanence as a way to proceed. As shown the constituents of this 

sensibility are his teaching and academic career, his art criticism and his art practice. All 

contributed to the development of his viewpoints and hence one can look at all three 

areas to draw conclusions.741

 

However having described Gibbons’s sensibility as being from a particular conceptual 

viewpoint the first paradox is his pluralistic approach to reviewing, which might suggest 

that Gibbons is tolerant of a wide range of art works. Although previously within this 

dissertation I have detailed his intolerance of expressionism, I made the case that this 

was to counter what he viewed as an uncritical acceptance of “an old fashioned 19th 

nineteenth-century sensibility that regarded angst, surrealism and personal symbolism as 

avant-garde.”742  His “Seven Deadly Dogmas” essay for Westerly, again already 

detailed, specifically established his plurality.743 It certainly makes him in his reviewing 

more than a promoter of agendas, whether that be formalist or religious. Furthermore 

when one interviews Gibbons on his approach to reviewing, what he emphasizes is that 

a critic should let the artwork influence which set of criteria is used in judging it.744 He 

 
741 As presented he considers witty erudition as a means of helping others apprehend the 

all-comprehensive yet boundless immanence that he sees in the “outer” world. More 

recent neuroscience research into the biology of mysticism supports Gibbons’s 

discovery of this relationship between an outer symbolic arena within which the mind 

plays and an inner response that produces a “deep” or “direct” apprehension of a 

“universal reality principal” (see Austin, James H. (M.D.) Zen and the Brain, The MIT 

Press, Massachusetts, 1999, p.15). Such research supports people who see symbolic 

depths to the world. 
742 Quote from Gibbons, Tom. Phone conversation with author, 12th April, 2005. 
743 That he does not assume a single critical stance may make, as Hutchings argues, 

Gibbons’s sensibilities inherently post-Modernist: Hutchings, Patrick. Intro. 

Time+Machine, prev. cit. 
744 Such advocation, as noted by Christine Lewis in her essay on Gibbons’s 

retrospective, can lead to seeming contradictions and thus difficulties for an 

interpretation of his oeuvre that wishes to narrow the reading. Thus Gibbons’s taste for 

“working within conventions”, his penchant for “irony” and disinterest in “any analysis 
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expressed such a viewpoint in an early review where he argues that it is the artist’s 

convictions along with fluency of handling and “inevitability” of design that makes for 

a “convincing” picture.745   

 

This thesis has asked what, beyond the stated pluralism of his reviewing, are the 

intentions, or at the very least the pre-occupations, of Gibbons’s practice? Is there, as 

Hutchings suggests, within Gibbons’s criticism of Modernists and his own shifting 

styles a plurality, play and critical tone that is postModernist?746 Or is his sensibility 

inherently Modern-religious, as suggested by his Vanitas series and his belief in the 

possibility of universal communication?747 As Gibbons has noted in his criticism of the 

early transcendental abstractionists already cited, such high Modernists generally 

disdain popular culture and withdraw from the world. My argument shows that he has 

the sensibility of a collagist or bricoleur for signs of the everyday. This establishes he 

was not anti-Modernist even if he was critical of much Modernism. Within the matrix of 

Modernism, via his studies of art and philosophical history, he arrived at an 

apprehension of a relationship between Modern conceptual responses to experience and 

traditional Christian ideals. He acknowledges that this neo-platonic trait that views 

reality as mirroring eternal essences and finds unity within multiplicity, is a 

metaphysical (and metaphorical) quandary for the would be rationalist. In answering his 

own quandaries, Gibbons explored the relationship between literal and metaphorical 

language, responding to questions of conceptual oppositions and categories (Nietzsche, 

Hulme, Eliot, etc.) to emphasise a recovery of the Christian ideals of grace and 

Immanence. To maintain a balance between his historical recovery of such concepts and 

a celebration of contemporary experience and forms he presented this correlation 

through irony and wit. From his viewpoint this strategy also enabled him to maintain a 

 
of my personality” or  “in chasing pseudo-scientific interpretations, whether from the 

Theosophists, Freud of Marx” indicates both a need for boundaries yet the acceptance 

that meaning is ultimately fluid and the self un-knowable. That these endeavours hold 

“hints of the transcendental” completes the contradictions (see Lewis, Christine. The 

Image Processor: Tom Gibbons Retrospective, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 1998 

.p.4). 
745 Gibbons, Tom. “Perth Society of Artists”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No. 1, October 1961. 
746 Hutchings, Patrick. Prev, cit. 
747 See my previous analysis of the Vanitas genre in this dissertation. 
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balance between the present and the past, or stylistically between the mechanical and 

the meaningful, that expressed the vitality of the present through historical knowledge 

without degenerating into nostalgia. In this way he considered that he had overcome the 

life-denying worship of the transcendentalists and affirmed the spiritual vitality of the 

present without leaping into excessive emotion.    

    

Gibbons’s Modernism is thus a conceptual use of ideas and knowledge that, like the 

conceptual art that developed in the late 1960s, is more Classical (in its conceptual 

referencing) than the Early Modernist movements and their Romantic influences.748   

Again as already established, parallel to Gibbons’s interest in engaging with the debates 

within Modernism is a metaphysical interest. As shown, Gibbons has argued that the 

religious root of Expressionism, Symbolism and much of early Abstraction is an 

exploration of an apocalyptic tradition that focuses on transcendentalism and questions 

about life after death.749 Gibbons proposes a continuity of Christian cultural symbols 

that, to him, continues to draw attention to human desires and drives. It is a similar 

 
748 His Pop series and his collages, that act like a mirror to society by re-presenting 

mass-media images or respond to cultural desires by further articulating them (1962 

onwards),  his use of systems (e.g. Random Landscape series 1982 and Wave series, 

2002) and mechanisms of presentation (e.g. Xeroxes, computer images) as well as his 

use of mentally interesting juxtapositions  (e.g. between titles and the visual play in his 

late 1960s Op series) are strategies of Conceptual Art (a reading that Hutchings has also 

given to Gibbons work). See Colpitt, Frances and Plous, Phyllis. Knowledge: Aspects 

of Conceptual Art, University Art Museum Santa Barbara, University of Washington 

Press, 1992, for essays on Conceptual Art that allow easy comparison with Gibbons’s 

oeuvre. 
749 Gibbons argues that the scientific knowledge should move us to concern over the 

here and now rather than imaginative conjecture. A position frequently given in his 

writing, including: Gibbons, “Paradise Lost” prev. cit.; Gibbons, “Theoria: Art and the 

Absence of Grace’ (Fuller)” prev. cit.; and Gibbons, Tom. “From Medieval 

Millenarians To Marxist Holocaust”, review draft of Norman Cohn’s The Pursuit of the 

Millennium, authors archive 2002. 
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thesis to Modern theologians such as John Shelby Spong who argue that in Modern 

times the religious roots of humanist issues have assumed a secular form.750  

 

The biographical information already presented establishes that Gibbons was born a 

decade after the First World War, just prior to the Great Depression and reached his 

early adult-hood as the Second World War began. It should be emphasized that his 

formative years were during broader tumultuous times, a time in history where the 

emotions of the First World War and the Russian Revolution, the Great Depression, the 

triumph of Mussolini in Italy, Stalin in the Soviet Union, Mao in China, the Nazi 

seizure of power in Germany, the Popular Front in France and the Civil War in Spain 

were events jostling with scientific and technological discoveries from x-rays, radio and 

television, to flight and atomic bombs. It is a period in which Modernism at one level 

can be said to have used such emotion to mimic the revolutionary rejection and 

upheaval of cultural norms and traditions occurring in the political and economic 

spheres.751  

 

Yet although born into a period of social and economic upheaval and widespread 

disillusionment, Gibbons, as already indicated, rejected emotionalism and pessimism. 

Thus although the political remedies of Fascism, Nazism and Communism, the cult of 

dream and desire in Surrealism and Freudian psychoanalysis and the capitalist creed of 

innovation and progress all form part of the background to his sensibility, Gibbons, as 

will be obvious to any reader of the evidence presented in this thesis so far, articulated 

an alternative to such extreme visions. He achieved this by seeing Christian Immanence 

as both the deeper meaning of our cultural history and the counter for any philosophy or 

religious system emphasizing dualism, angst or human life as futile.  Indeed it was 

established in this thesis, through the analysis of Gibbons’s responses to Philpot and 

 
750 Spong, John Selby. Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism, Harper, San 

Francisco, 1991. E.g. “the New Deal, the Fair Deal, the great Society, socialism, 

Christian Socialism, Marxism , and communism” all represent a secular form of the 

social gospel that “was begun in the movement of the eighth-century prophets of Israel.” 

pp.61-62. 
751 Timms, Edward. and Collier, Peter. Editors. Visions and Blueprints Avant-garde 

culture and radical politics in early twentieth-century Europe, Manchester University 

Press, Great Britain, 1988. 
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abstract expressionism, that Gibbons argues against what he sees as the pessimistic and 

self-destructive tendencies of Expressionism and abstraction by re-affirming the value 

of cultural tradition, a “cool” aesthetic and a use (he terms it a celebration) of the 

everyday. I established in my thesis that Gibbons celebrates the attainment of cultural 

understanding through education, and that he critically (as well as practically) argues 

against elitism and individualism through a realism based on his ideas of populism and 

an understanding of art as a process of cultural construction. 

 

It is not easy to say that Gibbons’s art is avant-garde, Modernist or post-Modernist, or to 

present the opposite hypothesis that his oeuvre is conservative, for his art can be 

presented as all of these.752 In Perth during the late 1950s and 1960s Gibbons’s work 

was perceived by some as radically innovative and experimental, yet as already quoted 

Gibbons says he was just playing with the elements of Modernism he brought with him 

and then with developments accessible to anyone. During the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s 

Gibbons continued to be progressive in that through his “knowingness” he was the 

bearer of certain “new” styles and Modernist alternatives yet others recognized within 

these progressive elements certain central and traditional elements.753 As shown, unlike 

most of the Modernists he studied who “chose” to conceal their sources from an 

enquirer, in his exhibitions Gibbons has always provided a list of sources, while in his 

writing he strove to question a good many received ideas about Early Modernist 

practice and thus expose “the inadequacies of the formalist, anti-intentionalist, and 

ahistorical assumptions which have dominated much previous critical investigation.”754 

 
752 The former presented by Hutchings, Time+Machine, prev. cit. 
753 Ibid. See previous section of this thesis, particularly the response in Artlook in the 

1970s to Gibbons particular use of realism. 
754 The first quote is from Gibbons, Tom. “T.S. Eliot’s ‘Animula’: A Source For 

‘Boudin’”, Notes And Queries, Vol. 31, No. 1, March 1984, p.77, however he 

frequently points out such concealment by both artists, critics and historians in his 

writing, and often provides further evidence of such concealment “of occult Idealism 

and transcendentalism” in his reviews of academic research e.g. Gibbons, Tom. ‘Poetry, 

Painting and Ideas, 1885-1914’ (Robinson), The Review of English Studies, n.s. Vol. 

XXXVIII, No.150 (May, 1987), 273-275. The second part of the quote is from this 

source and although about “Dr Robinson” provides a summary of Gibbons own 

position.  See bibliography for a list of his exhibition notes.  



 - 323 -

                                                

However he also warned that “partially known ‘symbolic’ intentions” and “speculative 

analogizing” were not “all relevant to a consideration” of a work unless “important 

within” the work.755  

 

Gibbons has described himself as a “would-be detached and unbiased historian of ideas” 

whilst Bernard Smith has described his activities as that of a “Renaissance Man.”756 

Hutching’s noted of his first solo exhibition that he is “an intellectual painter” 

expressing “certain of the angst’s and preoccupations which beset people who think for 

a living” where although the “surface of his paintings is almost inevitably two-

dimensional: their depth lies, if one may so put it, in a kind of intellectual vertigo, a 

trembling on the brink of…We do not quite know: wit covers up, and reticence is 

preserved.” 757

 

The reader is reminded that Gibbons recognized through his academic studies of the 

occult and esoteric influences on Modernism (on Abstraction and movements such as 

Futurism and Cubism) that in the push for revolution, change and a cultural Darwinism 

or spiritual evolution, the adherents to such movements did not in fact create any new 

kind of social and perceptual world but merely confused and made confusing elements 

repeated by and common to all histories.758 As established in this thesis through 

 
755 Gibbons, Tom. ‘“Dubliners” and the Critics’, The Critical Quarterly, Summer 1967, 

pp.179-87. Here he discusses various readings of Joyce, however his comments can be 

extrapolated out form an overview of his approach to “intent” and “symbolism”. 
756 Gibbons, Tom. ‘Spookland’ and the Occultation of the Occult”, revision of review, 

p.1, correspondence with author September 2004, 7 pages. 

Smith, Bernard. Private letter to Tom Gibbons, July 29th 1999, authors archive. 
757 Hutchings, Patrick. Biographical notes for “The Perth Group” review, Vol. 1, No. 11, 

Westerly, 1962, authors archive. 
758 The closest Gibbons comes to an aesthetic based on the occult is within his vanitas 

based images, but only if his use of contemporary objects to stand in for more 

traditional objects is read as a transmutation (a tantric Buddhist and alchemical term). 

However those Modernist’s interested in transmutation via transcendence were 

abstractionists or imaged Christian motifs such as the Nativity, the Passion, Last Supper 

and the Crucifix. In contrast Gibbons’s use of the everyday when combined with vanitas 

ideas is both an acceptance of the world and a celebration of the world; not a 
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investigating the philosophers and theorists of the Modernist epoch Gibbons came to 

believe that certain Modernist ideas that were held to be based on “freedom” were in 

fact restrictions; that some Modernist ideas were comprised of constituents which had 

diverged from their Christian roots and in re-tracing historical precedence one could 

find more traditionally valid alternatives to what had come to gain prominence; and that 

some component parts of Modernism were based on improbable inferences and these 

needed to be soundly rejected. The style of art that Gibbons pursued is perhaps best 

summed up by what he said about his use of Duccio in his documentation for his 

Homage To Duccio series (1989): “His paintings are poised exactly between the 

somewhat inhuman abstraction of Byzantine art and the humanism of Renaissance 

painting, marrying the desirable qualities of both.”759 Gibbons attempts to be the 

 
Schopenhauer (and agnostic) salvation of being wrested from this world, but a portrait 

of the both the blessings and nature of every day forms. That everyday images incarnate 

the divine, that the everyday nourishes us but holds us on the journey to death, is not the 

pathos of the crucifixion but the reorientation of the resurrection. Similarly, in paintings 

such as his Tarot Magician (1973) and his Unholy Trinity series (1989), Gibbons 

employs leitmotifs directly related to the occult interests of Eliot and the artist’s 

referenced, but at all times he treats their claims for privileged insight with irony and 

remains committed to showing that the central idea of Christianity, that of immanence, 

has been secularized and certainly not replaced by transcendence. Given my earlier 

comment on transcendent Buddhism it can also be noted here that Buddhism, in 

describing the limitless, boundless Buddha ground of the universe that lies beyond their 

cosmology of gods and demons, also uses the notion of immanence for “God or the 

principle of sameness is not transcendent, but immanent in the universe, and we sentient 

beings are manifesting the divine glory just as much as the lilies in the field… (thus) 

Religion is not to go to God by forsaking the world, but to find him in it” (see Shaku, 

Soyen. “The God-Conception of Buddhism” translated by D.T. Suzuki, in Zen For 

Americans, Including The Sutra of Forty-Two Chapters, Dorret Press, New York, 1987, 

pp.28-29.) As presented by Soyen it is a misconception to say that Buddhist’s don’t 

believe in “god”, it is that they believe in many gods and prefer not state that the ground 

of all beings is the God. Similar to some Christians and Sufis this ground remains 

nameless. A similar view on Buddhism is presented by Gaskell, prev. cit. 
759 Gibbons, Tom. “Homage To Duccio’, Sixteen Still Lives In Honour of Duccio Di 

Buoninsegna (c.1255-c.1315) Together With Three Further Still-lifes Entitled ‘Great 
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Modern equivalent of these Christian models. Indeed he reads human history, from 

Taoism to modernity, as aspiring towards a union with the world that “joyously” 

expands consciousness.760 However for Gibbons the elements that lead to such an 

expansion are not found within, in imaginative sublime intuitions, but explicitly without 

– in the objects of everyday life.  

 

A central confusing element of Modernism, that Gibbons consistently criticizes, is the 

Romantic search for an Arcadia. He views their search within nature for the 

transcendent sublime as an irrational or pre-rational wish to return to a “primal 

paradise” that existed before the differentiations of modernity had occurred.761 Similar 

to recent philosophers such as Ken Wilber, Gibbons views the resulting idea of a fall 

into dualism - the story of spiritual abandonment or devolution - as contrary to Modern 

ideas of evolution and “growth towards God”.762 Similarly for Gibbons the Futurist’s 

 
Bores Of Modern Art’ & Sundry Small Pieces”, Artist’s Statement and Documentation , 

ArtPlace, 1989, pp.1-3. 
760 Gibbons, Rooms in The Darwin Hotel prev. cit. p.43 (referencing Ellis). 
761 For example: Gibbons, Tom. ‘Australian Expressionism and the Northern Romantic 

Tradition’, Art and Australia, Volume 15, No. 2, Summer December 1997, pp.182-186; 

Gibbons, Tom. ‘Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture’ (Schorske), Meridian, 

October, 1982, pp.60-62; ;Gibbons, Tom. ‘Theoria: Art and the Absence of Grace’ 

(Fuller), Art and Australia, Vol.27, No.3 (Autumn, 1990), pp.403-404. 
762 See Wilber, Ken. The Marriage of Sense and Soul Integrating Science and Religion, 

Newleaf, Melbourne, 1998. For Wilber the resulting dualism of The Fall and lost Eden 

is, for pre-modern cultures, a story of devolution (p.98 and p.103). However in the 

“modern era” the idea of history as devolution is replaced by the idea of history as 

evolution or a “growth toward God” (p.107). Wilber traces this “age of evolution” 

towards God as existing explicitly in Friedrich Schelling (1770-1831); Georg Hegel 

(1770-1831); Herbert Spencer (1820-1903); Charles Darwin (1809-1882); Sri 

Aurobindo (1872-1950); and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) (p.103-109). 

Gibbons details the same evolution with focus on the Darwin to Spencer period (i.e. 

Rooms In The Darwin Hotel, prev. cit.). In contrast to Wilber’s belief that Buddhism 

tradition offers a greater non-dual understanding of consciousness than Christianity 

(Wilber p.16 and p.193), Gibbons concludes that the vast and many-shaped religious 
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call to destroy “tradition”, the Socialist call to destroy the whole existing social order, 

and the occult call to unveil a disembodied hidden reality were all examples of 

misguided transcendent attempts, based largely on millenarian and utopian doctrines, to 

escape from “reality.” Unfortunately such “liberation movements” often took the course 

of history, in their attempts at “salvation”, not towards a “Promised Land” but to an 

apocalyptic end of the here and now.763

 

This is similar to Smith’s conclusion in Modernism’s History that much of Modernist or 

Formalesque art has been, because of its abstracting nature, a failure of the humanism 

and Enlightenment project of finding universalizing ideals. His argument that an 

imperialism of desire and aversion has continuously fragmented the art aesthetic away 

from its universalizing ideals is similar to Gibbons’s oeuvre-sustained argument that the 

humanist/Enlightenment project should be re-instated within a Modernism that seems to 

have forgotten these roots.764 Gibbons argues, as does Smith, that abstraction in both its 

 
elements of the everyday world can be understood as divine union with life through the 

theology of the great assertion of Christ (Gibbons pp.43-44 and p.143). 
763 These points are repeated through-out Gibbons’s writing. To underscore this I give 

various references throughout this section for such points. See here Gibbons, Tom. 

‘Arguments for Design’, (Cheetham : The Rhetoric of Purity; Milner: Mondrian), 

Modern Painters, Vol. 8, No 3, Autumn, 1995, pp.105-106. 
764 See my earlier comments on his work The End. For Gibbons the desire for newness 

was modernities central problem, thus if everyday life could be shown as discursively 

inscribed by tradition, and not romanticized or exaggerated as an ever-evolving creative 

place of freedom, meaning-making would be seen as exploiting a basic unity. Thus the 

most insightful perspective of art is that it is always a recreation, a reformulation, 

appropriation or resurrection of tradition, rather than a practice of subversion or 

resistance. For both Smith and Gibbons, modernities imperial journey, it’s search 

through abstraction for aesthetic universals, has led to the hybridised postmodern world 

that belatedly recognizes the Greek ideal of beauty within the plurality of world culture. 

Whether plurality can survive imperialistic forces has yet to be decided, however beauty 

as an attitude, or appreciation of beauty as the ideal manifest in all objects, is a central 

element of mystical tradition, and in such traditions its recognition is considered the 

“real purpose of life” (Khan, Hazrat Inayat. “Art: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow”, 

Sufi Mysticism The Sufi Message Volume X, Delhi 1990, p.149 and p.70.) The same 
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transcendent and materialist strands has failed because universalistic ambitions are only 

given structure within cultures and thus a realism rather than a naturalism, forms and 

sustains our cultural “landscape”.765 Both also hold the same view on pluralism – that a 

true analysis of difference finds that relevancy is context specific and should make its 

own hybrids out of a dialectic interaction rather than a fashionable following of style.766 

Furthermore, from a Christian Humanist perspective Gibbons’s interest in period style - 

his concept of style as founded on the redeeming past rather than repeating the mistakes 

of the past - allows him to embed his practice in the present whilst celebrating the past. 

This is because the joy and grace that Gibbons continuously refers to is based on an 

understanding that redemption for original sin has already occurred through Immanence 

and therefore joy in the everyday is possible without transcendence or apocalyptic 

foreclosure.767 He thus ends or completes the cyclical doctrines, referenced by most 

religions and the Early Modernists of his academic research, by taking on the notion of 

immanence; which stops such “wheels” and suggests continuous linear development 

without an end-time apocalypse.768

 
ideal is held by recent creationist theorists, as well as integral psychologists, who during 

the 1990s started to map the correlative structures, worldviews and characteristics of 

philosophies, psychologies and religious traditions to suggest that ethical levels, 

aesthetic and religious stages, levels of socio-cultural consciousness and individual 

operational thinking levels can be developed (and are evident in a small percentage of 

the current world population) into a postformal, nondual, theocentric and multiple 

integrative state (see the charts produced in Wilber’s appendix, prev. cit. – where he 

correlates  and charts terms used by Habermas, Houston, Lenski, Smith, Plotinus, the 

Buddhist Vijnanas, Grof, Battista, Baldwin, Tiller, Da, Piaget, Alexander, Fuscher, 

Commons and Richards, Pascual-Leone, Koplowitz, Sinnott, Basseches, Jaspers, 

Neumann, Beck and many others). 
765 Smith, prev. cit. pp.343-345. 
766 Ibid. 
767 This is my reading of immanence and therefore Gibbons’s use of joy and grace; he is 

seldom directly theological. 
768 Gibbons’s complete understanding of the various notions of human development and 

the use of cyclical theories by the Modernists is evident in: Gibbons, Tom. ‘Yeats, 

Joyce and Eliot, and the Contemporary Revival of Cyclical Theories of History’,  

Journal of the Australasian Universities Language and Literature Association, No.69, 
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Within Gibbons’s academic area the period from the 1950s to the present has been one 

of enormous change in conceptualizing literacy. Unlike recent literacy theorists who 

argue that these changes are profound, Gibbons’s practice indicates that he considered 

the changes superficial. For him the basic Christian conceptualization of the world 

within literature did not change yet he criticizes much Modernism for forgetting the 

Christian tradition and his art is so different largely because of his beliefs. Gibbons’s 

statements about his art, as quoted throughout this thesis, show that he considers 

modern art to be played out between the two-edged sword of process and meaning. 

Despite engaging with philosophical complexities art remains for Gibbons, a language 

or visual literacy that quite traditionally and literally can be read. Thus throughout this 

thesis I have described how Gibbons has viewed contemporary culture as a coding of 

Christian concepts. I have also shown how his academic studies have influenced his 

position. Central to this has been a Darwinian framework modified by classicism (and 

contemporary thinkers mentioned above) whereby he took the notion that literacy’s and 

symbolism evolve yet each generation merely redresses the basic concepts and 

structures of our being so as to appear new. The wit is in this irony of the past repeating 

itself, from his viewpoint the tragedy of the Modernist period is in not celebrating this 

repetition as revelation of life as a blessing.   

 

Beneath the “isms” of Modernism Gibbons analysed a spiritual position that has been 

taken up repeatedly since the most ancient times and reformulated until it was, for him, 

too tied to the individuality of the artists or too abstracted and disorientated to be 

 
(May, 1988), pp.151-163. The conclusion that this is “solved” through immanence is 

my understanding of Gibbons use of the term, based on my reading of various of his 

essays, including reviews such as “From Medieval Millenarians To Marxist Holocaust”, 

review draft of Norman Cohn’s The Pursuit of the Millennium, authors archive 2002.  

The notion of cyclical time was of course a return to the “ancients”, such as Plato and 

Aristotle, who based their observations on the seasons and cycles of nature (Plato even 

postulated that the world repeats itself every 36,000 years). The laws of physical motion 

and the laws of linear (mathematical straight) line of time, which underpin modern 

physics, were provided by Newton and Locke in the late 1600’s however the impact of 

Romanticism and a return to “nature” took the general public away from such ideas. For 

a fascinating history of time see Novikov, Igor D. The River of Time, Cambridge 

University Press, 1998. 
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effective. In contrast to critics such as Ellis, Symonds and Orage - who he studied for 

his PhD and who believed that the spiritual impulse in the finest works of literature and 

art are beyond discussion and analysis - Gibbons has practically-critically argued that 

the neo-platonic idea, and Hegelian viewpoint (that the entire history and philosophy of 

art and aesthetics is the divine image) can be simply foregrounded and communicated. 

Rather than accept that the religiosity that has always been a basis of art has been 

supplanted by the decadence and detritus of an empty Modernism, Gibbons presents a 

contemporary realism that argues that the world and its objects make perfect 

metaphorical objects for referencing the divine; for what better rendering of the 

inhabitation of the world by the divine than the reality of the visible world? 769   

 

As demonstrated the core argument in Gibbons’s Modernist sensibility is his 

development of a position on iconography. Throughout his oeuvre Gibbons has 

emphasized a catholic view of the importance of the image, this has been in opposition 

to viewpoints contingent on metaphysical perspectives defined within Modernism by 

abstraction. Behind Gibbons’s sensibility is the awareness that the religiosity that 

intertwined romanticism, expressionism and abstraction has, in its desire for syncretism, 

ultimately made the world its enemy. The central thesis in his practice and iconophilia is 

Christian faith in the reality of the incarnation. Combined with this is a Modernist sense 

of irony and wit. Present within this irony is a Modernist trait where-by he challenges 

and subverts the angst and anguish of much of twentieth-century Modernism through 

use of Modernist strategies.  

 

Throughout this dissertation I have presented how Gibbons, academically educated on 

romanticism, symbolist spiritualism and occult systems, has seen his role as an educator 

or re-educator of a public he sees as mislead by fin de siecle esotericism. Nevertheless 

my analysis has shown that while Gibbons is not an aspirant to their ideas or aesthetic 

he nevertheless participates in their Modernist sensibilities by addressing them and 

using his oeuvre as an antithesis to their influence. The intellectual fields of art history, 

religion, music, religion and philosophy that Gibbons has engaged, indicate the breadth 

 
769 Gibbons, throughout his oeuvre, disentangles the Schopenhauer (and his 

Nietzschean, Freudian successors)  influenced fin de Siecle esotericism to pronounce 

that such hermetic gnosis is ultimately dull in its ‘pseudomorphosis’ (Spengler) to be 

taken seriously. 
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of his sensibilities and the depth of his engagement with Modernism. In his Modernism 

Gibbons differs from the symbolist and occult-based doctrines that believe that insight 

into reality behind appearances is new content for art, or that esoteric and occult power 

is required to see the “mysteries”, because for Gibbons there is never any reality beyond 

what can be perceived (it is otherwise a tautology). Gibbons does believe that there are 

deeper levels, but these are available to the rational mind and don’t require a visionary 

or magus who has privileged access to the transcendental world. Yet the divine is for 

Gibbons the only theme worth contemplating and pursuing. Thus the central theological 

claim within his practice is the Christian claim that because Christ, who is God, is a 

visible man, then images that reference the visible world can be points of reference and 

elaborations of the incarnated divine. 

 

If more of the causes that instigated the transformation that occurred within local WA 

culture during the period under examination have been identified, articulated and 

determined than previously, and a greater understanding of the conceptual frameworks 

and cognitive conditions of the local context recorded and their significance further 

explained than previously, then this thesis has achieved what it set out to do – to initiate 

art historical enquiry into the local context and recognize that Modernism was given 

coherency and validated through sensibilities such as that of Tom Gibbons. 

 

Thus the primary objective of this dissertation has been to establish a broad base of 

knowledge for further understanding the nature of the “Modern” movement as it applied 

to visual art practice in Perth from the 1930s onwards, with particular emphasis on the 

1950s and 1960s period (though extending to the millennium) through a focus on the 

oeuvre of Tom Gibbons. The purpose has been to broaden the context in which the 

subject of local art practice and perceptions of Modernism can be discussed and 

understood.  

 

One prevalent and highly circumscribing assumption has been that Modernism in Perth 

was the product of a conservative and regionally isolated community. As has been 

argued by other PhD candidates such as Taylor, this has both denied the value of the 

local product and discouraged further investigation that may challenge such an 

assumption.770 My research, as presented in my thesis, has challenged this assumption 

 
770 Taylor, PhD. prev. cit. 
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and proven that local artists were well informed about contemporary events of both a 

national and/or an international nature, and made informed choices about their own 

practice. Thus the simple dichotomy between what is Modern and what is traditional is 

not sustainable. In broad terms Gibbons’s oeuvre is representative of a social expression 

of international trends and his response to regional factors.  

 

Pierre Bourdieu situates artistic works within the social conditions of their production, 

circulation and consumption. The cultural field is, within this approach, linked to the 

economic field. It has been argued, within such conditions, that the economic mining 

boom of the 1960s led to the establishment of a viable Perth art scene. According to 

David Bromfield the local Western Australian art up to this point had little cultural 

value compared to art produced by those artists imported from elsewhere.771 An 

alternative argument is that after 1960 the immigrants (of which Bromfield was one) 

who took important and influential fine art teaching positions at institutions such as 

W.A.I.T. looked for an avant-garde synonymous with what they had seen overseas. 

Their wish for the familiar resulted in the local art scene being labelled by them as 

provincial. They failed to consider that the provincial issue had been realized and 

engaged with by artists such as Gibbons (who nevertheless had fallen into the same trap 

when he first arrived) and others before him. Thus while Australian historians such as 

Smith and Hughes were at first apologists, devaluing “the work of artists which did not 

conform to the Modernist model of single minded pursuit of …formal innovation”772 

and obsessed with ‘Modernism’ and European trends, a “new social” approach has 

evolved from the 1970s in critics already cited, such as Burn, Lendon, Merewether and 

Stephen, who acknowledge that Australian artists, though aware of European trends 

from the 1880s, rejected or accepted particular aspects of these trends.773 Such a 

sensibility of rejection or acceptance, as presented throughout this thesis, has been 

fostered locally (indeed, since the 1930s) and is clearly evident in the “practical-critical” 

oeuvre of Gibbons. Furthermore, using Terry Smith’s definition of provincialism 

“primarily as an attitude of subservience to an externally imposed hierarchy of cultural 

values” (given as a reflection on Bernard Smith’s observation of a “constantly arriving 

 
771 see Bromfield, Among The Souvenirs, prev. cit pp.13-27. 
772Smith, Terry. “The most Australian of our critics,” The Age Monthly Review, No. 5, 

Feb. 1986, p.16. 
773Smith, Bernard. prev. cit. pp.64-64. 
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avant-garde from elsewhere”),774 the argument that the West Australian context lacks 

engagement with “elsewhere” and does not react to the imposed hierarchy to produce 

art cogniscient of both local context and alternative practices, is an acceptance that such 

an attitude of subservience existed and was not challenged here. When the reader 

considers the evidence presented in this thesis, particularly the debates about abstraction 

and expressionism in the pages of The Critic alongside the evidence of Gibbons’s 

oeuvre, then such a belief is just not sustainable.  

 

If this is realized then what becomes of interest are the experiences of particular 

individuals within a cultural context and why or why not they were given legitimacy. 

The question is thus not why and if West Australian art practice echoes the succession 

of approaches emanating in and from Europe, but the relationships within the local 

context along with the structural and conceptual choices local artists have chosen to 

learn from external sources. This perspective changes the local version from being 

derivative to having a different context whose differences historians work to respond to 

and understand.775

 

Using semiotic analysis, Bourdieu emphasizes  the importance of codes in reproducing 

the inequalities  of social distribution and argues that the resulting class division also 

results in the inability of some classes to intellectually engage with and appropriate art 

works.776 Within his oeuvre Gibbons has attempted to overcome this by using symbols 

he considers readable, because of their embedding within our culture, by every person. 

This paralanguage has theoretical links to notions of appropriation and post-Modernism 

or one can argue, as Gibbons has since the late 1950s, that such use of what comes 

 
774 given in Burn, I., London, L., Merewether, C., Stephen A., The Necessity of 

Australian Art, Power Publications, 1988, p.104. 
775 Burn, McQueen and Heathcote are examples of the type of history that can be 

written See Burn, Ian. “National Life and Landscapes” in Australian Painting 1900-

1940, Bay Books, Sydney, 1990, pp.203-210; McQueen, Humphrey. the black swan of 

trespass the emergence of Modernist painting in Australia to 1944, Alternative 

Publishing Cooperative, Sydney 1979; Heathcote, Christopher. A quiet revolution the 

rise of Australian art 1946-1968, The Text Publishing Company, Melbourne, 1995.  
776 Bourdieu, P. ‘Outline of a Sociological theory of Art Perception’, International 

Social Science Journal, Vol. 20, No. 4, 1968. 
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before is all pervasive and at the core of art history itself. In realizing this Gibbons 

rethought provincialism by questioning what motifs or style expressed its marginality. 

By the late 1960s he had realized, through his Op art series, that aligning one’s practice 

to the “new” condemned one’s practice to avant-gardist tensions and cultural processes 

debated along the centre-periphery axis. He had already decided that the only “content” 

that placed one’s practice beyond the dilemmas of such debates was, as suggested by 

the great philosophers and art historians, the spiritual traditions and intellectual history 

of Iconoclasm. Thus he moved his practice more clearly into this territory in the early 

1970s.  

 

Bernard Smith in The Critic as Advocate argued that “the drive towards an art devoid of 

figural and literary associations was strengthened by the decline of Christianity in 

Europe.”777 Academic research, including that by Gibbons, has found that such a 

“decline” and the move within fine art towards abstraction was based on an occultism 

that avoided the figurative or the use of specific symbolism for more esoteric, tenuous 

and emotional applications. For Gibbons this esotericism also lays behind a misplaced 

intellectualism that drives modernity towards the elitism suggested by Bourdieu. 

Gibbons has used the conclusions drawn from his academic research in his art practice. 

In his art he uses humorous juxtapositions and references to ironically shift audience 

perceptions of abstraction and to redress the cultural position of historical moments and 

artists, or depicts objects and locations sourced from the (Pop) mass-media or urban 

banal, that nevertheless hold figural and literary associations to Western civilization’s 

spiritual basis in Christian traditions and symbolism. This “content” in part refutes 

Smith’s claim of a decline in Christianity (though not in abstraction), for by suggesting 

that such content remained present but “Modernised”, Gibbons’s oeuvre suggests that 

such conceptual frameworks and traditions have been routinely ignored by critics and 

historians. Smith’s claims are self-evident where-as  Gibbons’s position – that art may 

have replaced the religious, but this does not mean it has sublimated Christian values - 

stands out because he bucks this broad shift in religious decline. 

 

It is this Christian view, rather than just the religious, that makes Gibbons’s position of 

particular interest. For theologians, as for philosophers such as Hegel, art is an 

 
777 Smith, The Critic as Advocate, prev. cit. p.240. 
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embodiment of the divine.778 Christian theologians such as Hazelton, have argued that 

“Art, like Christian faith itself, is at home in the region of symbol – that realm in which 

meanings are not so much stated as they are evoked or illuminated, and in which events 

are not so much described as they are remembered and celebrated.”779 Hazelton’s 

theological assertion is that art is a dialogic disclosure where a “community of 

meaning” that “exists already in our common humanity” shapes the many faceted and 

diverse experiences of life.780 Hazelton’s notion of “a shared and shareable truth” is 

predicated on dealing with art not as a branch of epistemology but as a revelation or 

“dynamic self-disclosure of God himself to human selves”.781 Gibbons however, does 

not see art as revelatory but as a coherent tradition of symbolism that has been repeated 

and remains the basis of secular imagery in a desacralized world. From the dialogic 

position, and as Mircea Eliade writes, sacred reality is being open “to symbols and 

having a keen sense of the sacred whether the world is predominantly secular or 

profane”.782 Where, as the dialogic position overrides cultural orientation with the idea 

of transcendence, the epistemological position of Gibbons seeks no further comment 

beyond acknowledging the cultural tradition. Thus although Gibbons’s epistemology 

would not agree with Hazelton’s theology that “ All things made by man reflect and 

body forth the One who makes all things” (p.87) he shares or arrives at a similar 

Christian frame of reference when he sees his work as a “celebration” of the world; this 

viewpoint being similar to a Church Council committee on the “Field of Religion and 

the Arts” “finding” that all of an artists “efforts are ultimately a kind of tender 

celebration” of God as reflected in the world.783

 
778 e.g. for Hegel art cannot be abstract, only sensible and concrete, for when we say of 

God only that he is one, or that he is the supreme being, we articulate merely a dead 

abstraction, which will provide art with no content. Hegel’s Aesthetics (pp.70, 83 and 

623), is referenced by Timothy Hilton in a discussion of the Pre-Raphaelites re-situation 

of holy scenes within the framework of the everyday in: Hilton, Timothy. The Pre-

Raphaelites, Thames and Hudson, London, 1970, p.205. 
779 Hazelton, R. A.  prev. cit. p. 6. See also Chapter 2 “Art as Embodiment” pp.50-87. 
780 Ibid. p.25 and p.41. 
781 Ibid. p.44. 
782 Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane, Harper New York 1961 pp.203-204. 
783 The committee is quoted by Hazelton p.94. See also Hazelton Chapter 1V, “Art as 

Celebration”, pp.124-158. 
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However ultimately for Gibbons, recognition of his symbolism by the viewer as 

specifically Christian is not necessary for Christian values are inherently and 

immanently present. What he holds as more broadly important is that viewer’s move 

away from wanting to re-organize a sequence of forms as an “ism” and to celebrate that 

beauty and plurality of forms in general (a true plurality), more particularly he wants the 

viewer (and artist) not to endow the art object and the depicted objects with any 

“expressionist” (uncanny) qualities - such as angst, pathos, the morbid or monstrous – 

and to see that the world should, in its everyday manifestations, elicit praise. This 

project is similar to that of Snyder’s view that “contemporary communal celebration is 

the culminating art of all the arts” whereby Gibbons’s art, in celebrating the 

contemporary everyday “consummatory experience”, brings into actuality such an 

art.784 Thus for Gibbons life in the Western world, as manifest in the everyday, is sacred 

and profane because it nourishes and supports us. Although he acknowledges through 

his Vanitas series that death is inevitable, he also presents throughout his oeuvre that 

every moment, including death, is an act of grace. 

 

An approach to life that encompasses awareness of death as part of a constant 

consciousness that then, seemingly paradoxically, awakens to a joyful wholeness is 

described by writers already quoted (such as Edinger, Kornfield and Wilber) as the 

completing the developmental levels of consciousness.785 Thus Gibbons’s oeuvre and 

his academic and critical perspectivism is a credible example of the post-formal stage 

that Integralist’s such as Ken Wilber map. Whilst language other than spiritual can be 

used (see Wilber), such terms have a coherent history for providing certain definitions, 

relations or dimensions to consciousness and types of experiences, and are an invaluable 

foundation for continued codifications and understandings of developmental levels.786  

 
784 Snyder, prev. cit. p.186. 
785 As presented it is via Immanence that for Gibbons life, even in moments of deep 

suffering, becomes rich and abundant; i.e. his Op and Pop works confirm life whilst his 

Vanitas works suggest that without such a sensibility all is vanity and vexation of spirit. 
786 Wilber, prev. cit. see pp.10-11, 22-23 and pp.140-141.  

As stated in the introduction to this thesis this is a pursuing of the question of value in 

art. Whilst the deconstructionist theories of post-modernism has reduced questioning of 

fields of value to the relativist base of criticism itself - what Victor Burgin describes, in 
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Thus part of Gibbons’s integrative contribution has been to argue that art, once directed 

in classical antiquity to God and made for worship, and in early Modernism aimed at the 

transcendent, has not lost that connection to the question of our world’s relationship to 

the divine. The art of ancient times was symbolic and, according to Gibbons, essentially 

those symbols have become the language of life. Although the false gods of artistic 

genius, newness, commerce and materiality (Smith’s the formalesque) have been given 

prominence in abstract Modernism’s ideas of transcendence, for Gibbons it is within the 

idea of immanence that the artist is still the instrument of “god”, because every day life 

is the fulfilment (immanence) of all that we can know of the mystery of life (“god”). 

 
the concluding lines of his The End of Art Theory, as a “critical understanding of the 

modes and means of symbolic articulation of our critical forms of sociality and 

subjectivity” – Gibbons within his oeuvre has suggested, as have theorists such as Peter 

Fuller and Charles Jencks, that such deconstructionist views “need to be replaced by a 

concept of art which will see it as aspiring to some specific positive values, rather than 

just claiming the truths of others to be relative to their value judgements.” While 

Gibbons did not ascribe to Fuller’s aesthetic based on an “imaginative response to 

nature”, he nevertheless has sought throughout his oeuvre to use new technologies to 

shape the structure and patterns of modernism and history to express “very different 

sorts of values” from modernism - that are nevertheless “of traditional and conservative 

values” (Fuller) and which emphasize our unity. See Fuller, Peter. “The Search for a 

Postmodern Aesthetic”, in John Thackera (ed.), Design after Modernism, London, 1988, 

p.130.  Fuller’s Ruskin and Morris technology views and his response to Modernism’s 

use of Romanticism are criticized by Gibbons in his review of Theoria: Art and the 

Absence of Grace, prev. cit. For various views of post-modernism, including a 

discussion of Fuller on which my understanding of the debate on “values” is based, see 

Margaret A. Rose, The post-modern & the post-industrial A Critical Analysis, 

Cambridge, Uni. Press, Great Britain, 1991, particularly Chapter 5 “Alternative 

theories”, pp.150-168. 
786 Khan, prev. cit.  p.210.    
786 These views are based on my sensibility built around undergraduate history of 

Western Philosophy units. Existentialism and literature associated with the absurd and 

tragedy were studied, with links between Shakespeare, Nietzsche, Sartre and Freud 

made. Notes and sources have not been kept. 
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Indeed the stage where a person “sees the divine element working in all forms” is 

described as the highest stage in mysticism.787

 

That Christian syntax and meanings had carried over into Modern society and media, 

that earlier meanings had merely been adapted into new forms and had not (and could 

not) been exhausted or made redundant, became the central conceptualizing of Gibbons 

oeuvre. For Gibbons the human is inescapable and the essence of being human is to 

seek the metaphysical where the metaphysical is not a transcendent “other” beyond or 

partitioned from this world, but a deeper structure that inhabits or which is immanent 

and instrument to this world. 

 

In many ways Gibbons shares ground with the post-Kantian metaphysical idealists who, 

from Fichte, through Schiller and Schelling to Hegel, strove for synthesis and unity. 

However whereas their vision is ultimately pessimistic, based on a conception of the 

world as a place of deception and illusion, Gibbons’s vision, based on a conception of 

the world as divine, is inherently optimistic.788 Thus de-construction in Gibbons does 

not reach destruction and nihilism. Even in his earliest shows, when Hutchings noted 

that alongside paintings that were “witty” and “lyrical” were paintings which fitted into 

an “existentialist” group these were “intellectual” and, although “brooding” in their 

symbolism of birdcages and white pills his “abstract symbols for angst” were “almost as 

formal as Euclidian demonstrations.” For Hutchings Gibbons successfully mixed 

“intellectual sensibility” and “possible metaphysical” readings with painterly formalist 

and decorative qualities.789  

 

For the reader not comfortable with a Christian term, immanence addresses similar 

concepts to Existentialism and Humanism. All emphasize human existence and the 

absence of any “outside” force. However whilst most branches of Existentialism address 

 
787 Khan, prev. cit. p.210.    
788 These views are based on my sensibility built around undergraduate history of 

Western Philosophy units. Existentialism and literature associated with the absurd and 

tragedy were studied, with links between Shakespeare, Nietzsche, Sartre and Freud 

made. Notes and sources have not been kept. 
789 Hutchings, Patrick. “The Perth Group”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 11, August 1961, 

p.64. 
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the idea of absurdity, and most Humanists address the idea of moral choices in a 

materialistic world, Immanence accepts the material as having meaning, providing a 

framework for a sensibility that transforms one’s perception and relationship with the 

world into one of acceptance of all things; whether momentarily perceived as good or 

bad. Whilst the contrast between an existentialist or humanist ethics of freedom and a 

transcendentalist claim that humans can become god-like (initiated through a 

submission to an external authority) is a very sharp one, there is no “obedience” to the 

divine in Immanence when all is identified as belonging to the divine.790

 

Thus for Gibbons all the “isms” and experiments of the twentieth century, from the 

iconoclastic codes of pointillism and cubism to the appropriations and ready-mades of 

Duchamp, are about the relationship between art and society where art is a re-

presentation of an everyday reality for the activity and play of art. Art, therefore is a sort 

of cheerful alternative use of reality, a vehicle for celebration and criticism and 

realization of various aspects of life. Ultimately this “play” allows for the central aims 

of Western philosophy to be explored and the resulting questions of identity, 

individuality, originality, values and truth point to the fact that we are social beings 

embedded in a cultural framework. While Heidegger and Derrida philosophize in a hall 

of mirrors about frontiers beyond language and completion, Gibbons suggests that 

having been born into a culture of language why not employ and enjoy it? If the most 

profound elements of this culture are representations of life processes, and the 

metaphysical questions that accompany those processes, then why diminish their 

importance to our existential position or limit their fruitfulness? Thus for Gibbons many 

post-Modern theorists have withered the cultural vine by bothering with an “elsewhere” 

 
790 As many contemporary writers have pointed out this belief in community and unity 

is a fundamental premise to the religious and psychological search for integration, has 

many correlations across what appears at first to be diverse fields of enquiry, and 

ultimately these cross-cultural similarities point at basic structures to being that, 

regardless of the terminology used, are the ultimate goals of our development. Wilber, 

prev. cit. and Welwood prev. cit. It is interesting to contrast these writers socio-cultural, 

psychological and spirituality integral models with philosophers who disregard the latter 

spiritual stages as irrational or “unscientific” models (they are, but they still afford 

insights) and who argue from the Humanist position e.g. Grayling, A.C. What Is Good? 

The search For The Best Way To Live, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 2003. 
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or other. As the metaphysical is an extension and affirmation of the texture and 

character of physical experience, and the two cannot be separated, then it is the 

contextual factors of this relationship between the everyday and such extensions which 

art should explore.  

 

Gibbons’s tastes and sensibility are about liking culture and contemporary life rather 

than being avant-garde or angst ridden. He identifies with the tastes of the middle class 

rather than the tastes of bohemia or the elitists. His approach to practice, based on the 

historical method, is that the key to understanding anything is to investigate its origins 

and that truth is built up or based on encounters with the world we inhabit. Although he 

knows that conceptual “knowing” is a construct situated in textual knowledge and 

cultural representation he disregards the feminist and post-structuralist position that 

voice is multiple, situated and partial, to argue that within the pluralism of discourses 

what stays intact, even as we use and re-use them, are symbols and metaphors that are 

so biologically, culturally and historically determined that they stay stable in meaning.  

 

Apart from immanence, the other the term that Gibbons has consistently used through 

out the years to describe his sensibility of enjoying what contemporary life offers is joie 

de vivre. His constant reference to this attribute of life informs us that for him the core 

debate of philosophy and the study of culture is about the good life. The biologist Rene 

Dubo, in describing being alive as a quality per se, said that “joie de vivre” is the only 

phrase that expresses such awareness that “just being alive is good… an extraordinary 

experience.” Has this sensibility any precedence in Australian art practice? Certainly the 

fun of the Annandale Imitation Realists is present in his use of the everyday, but his 

motivations are not as larrikin like. Ultimately Gibbons, whether discussing classical 

antiquity, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, Romanticism or Modernism, finds that 

life is worth living and that we should choose to enjoy “now”.791

 

To this end his use of local context, including local variations of global capitalist 

consumerism, has been to engage with notions of meaning that challenges people within 

the provincial situation to see themselves as actively engaged in the universal. This 

attitude allows Gibbons to maintain a sense of engagement with international debates on 

art and meaning via a historical perspective much broader than the parochial. This 

 
791 Quoted: Welwood, John. prev cit. p.187. 
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embracing of the whole, with its appreciation of lifes ambiguities and a willingness to 

become comfortable with paradox, is inherently gracious towards “the grace bestowed 

by life in this historical moment” and, as indicated in my introduction, is an indication 

of spiritual maturity.792  

 

In conclusion Gibbons’s oeuvre, as presented in this dissertation provides an important 

example of how creative and analytic purposes can interweave to explore a 

philosophical position, in this case a position on Modernism that I have broadly 

described as Christian Humanistic. My study of Gibbons’s oeuvre reveals how art, 

criticism and an academic professional life co-contributed to a sustained and coherent 

position that impacted on the general intellectual task of establishing Modernism in 

Perth. As articulated throughout this dissertation, Gibbons has seen Modernism as an 

intellectual task that should be explored co-currently at the practical and critical level. 

As argued it is this two-pronged comprehensive approach that distinguishes Gibbons’s 

practice from many other local artists during the period under review. The result of his 

engagement has been presented in this dissertation as an intellectual endeavour to deal 

with the implications of abstraction whilst also engaging critically with the history of 

art, philosophy and religion embedded in the everyday.  

 

If I was in a couple of sentences to summarize what I have learnt from applying my 

thesis to an understanding of Gibbons’s sensibility it would be:  the natural condition 

(as shown by Gibbons) is that of total perfect integration, and that is what you have to 

deny in life to obscure Immanence. Similarly, with Immanence the form that life takes 

is not important, as all forms confirm the unity of life.   

 

I find his example salutary as it does not separate intellectual endeavour and spiritual 

enquiry. To the Christian who is an intellectual he reminds them that they need not feel 

disenfranchised by contemporary culture. His oeuvre wittily reminds one of how both 

the scholarly life of the mind as well as the creative act can be a sacred calling. An irony 

is that reason and creativity, or knowledge and metaphysical speculation, are often 

regarded as the antithesis of the other. He thus wittily reminds us, that like all of life, 

 
792For a discussion of “spiritual maturity” see Kornfield, Jack.  A Path With Heart, prev. 

cit. Chapter 21. 

Quote: Gibbons, Tom. Interview with author prev. cit.  
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each is a divine gift in service to a greater whole which ultimately reconciles all claims 

and perspectives. As Wilber in his studies of mystical traditions found: by discovering a 

ground which transcends and encompasses the opposites one is freed or liberated from 

the illusions of the world and finds “unity consciousness itself”.793 This ground, which 

Gibbons’s regards as the central revelation of Christ’s incarnation and thus the message 

of Immanence, establishes and reconciles one with the inherent grace and joie de vivre 

of consciousness. For those with eyes to see Gibbons’s identification of the everyday 

with the divine and his connection of life here and now with the active presence of a 

living tradition is an apt message for those immersed in the tale end of modernity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
793 Wilber, No Boundary, prev. cit. p.27. 



 - 342 -

19. Illustrations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 343 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 344 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 345 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 346 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 347 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 348 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 349 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 350 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 351 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 352 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 353 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 354 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 355 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 356 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 357 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 358 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 359 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 360 -

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 361 -

20. Bibliography 

BOOKS 

Adams, Marilyn McCord. Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God, Melbourne 

University Press, Melbourne, 1999. 

Albrect, N., Barnett, J.H., Griff, M. (editors),  The Sociology of Art and Literature A 

Reader,  Praeger Publication, New York, 1970. 

Alexander, F. Campus at Crawley, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1963. 

Alloway, Lawrence. American Pop Art, American Publishing Company, New York, 

1974. 

Amadio, Nadine. John Coburn Paintings, Craftsman House, Australia, 1988. 

Ambrus, Caroline.  Australian Women Artists First Fleet To 1945: History, Hearsay and 

Her Say, Irrepressible Press, Australia, 1992. 

Anderson, Patricia. Elwyn Lynn’s Art World, Pandora Press, Sydney, 2001. 

Anderson, Reb. Warm Smiles From Cold Mountains, Rodmell Press, California, 1999. 

Austin, James H. (M.D.) Zen and the Brain, The MIT Press, Massachusetts, 1999.  

Austin, Richard.  Images of the Dance, Vision Press, United States of America, 1975. 

Barnhart, Robert K. (editor) Chambers Dictionary of Etymology, Chambers ,New York, 

1988. 

Barrett, David, V. The New Believers Sects, “Cults” and Alternative Religions, Cassell 

& Co., United Kingdom, 2001. 

Barrett, Terry. Criticizing Art Understanding the Contemporary, Ohio State University, 

Ohio, 2000. 

Barthes, Roland.  Elements of Semiology, (translated by Annette Lavers and Colin 

Smith), Hill and Wang, New York, 1967. 



 - 362 -

Basin, Yevgeny. Semantic Philosophy of Art, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1979. 

Bass, Alan. Difference and Disavowal The Trauma of Eros, Stanford Uni. Press, 

California, 2000. 

Becker, H. Art Worlds. University of California Press, California, 1982. 

Becket, Sister Wendy. The Mystery of Love Saints in Art Through the Centuries, 

Harper Collins, London, 1996. 

Besancon, Alain. (Translated by Todd, Jane Marie.) The Forbidden Image an 

Intellectual History of Iconoclasm, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2000. 

Blamer, Harry. The Bloomsday Book, Methuen & Co., London, 1966. 

Bloem, Marja and Browne, Martin, Colin McCahon A Question Of Faith, Craig Potton 

Publishing, New Zealand., 2002. 

Bloom, Harold (editor). New Moulton’s Library of Literary Criticism: Twentieth-

Century British Literature, Volume 2, Chelsea House, New York, 1986. 

Bonython, Kym.  Modern Australian Painting 1975/1980, Rigby, Australia, 1980.  

Bonython, Kym. Modern Australian Painting 1970/1975 Rigby, Australia, 1976. 

Borchgrave, Helen De, A Journey Into Christian Art, Fortress Press Minneapolis, 2000. 

Braden, William. The Private Sea. LSD and the Search for God, Pall Mall Press, 

London, 1967. 

Brodribb, Somer. Nothing Mat(t)ers: A Feminist Critique of Postmodernism, Spinifex, 

Press, North Melbourne, 1992. 

Bromfield, David. Gone West Essays and Criticism 1981-1992, PICA Press, Perth, 

1993. 

Brown, Gordon, H. Colin McCahon: Artist, Reed Wellington, New Zealand, 1984. 

Buerger, Peter. (translated Michael Shaw) Theory of the Avant-Garde, The University 

of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1984. 



 - 363 -

Bullock, Alan (editor). The Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought, Fontana, Great 

Britain, 1988. 

Burke, Janine. Field Of Vision A Decade of Change: Women’s Art in The Seventies, 

Viking, Australia, 1990. 

Burke, Janine. The Heart Garden Sunday Reed and Heide, Knopf, Australia, 2004. 

Burn, Ian. with  Lendon, N.,  Merewether, C., and Stephen, A., The Necessity of 

Australian Art An Essay About Interpretation, Power Publications, University of 

Sydney, Sydney, 1988. 

Burn, Ian. Dialogue Writings in Art History, Allen and Unwin, Australia, 1991. 

Burnham, Jack. The Structure of Art, George Braziller, New York, revised edition, 

1973. 

Butler, Rex (editor). What is Appropriation An Anthology of Critical Writings on 

Australian Art in the “80”s And “90s, Power Publications and IMA, Australia, 1996. 

Campbell, Joseph. Myths To Live By, The Viking Press, New York, 1972. 

Caplin, Mariana. Do You Need a Guru? Thorsons, London, 2002. 

Carroll, John. Humanism The Wreck of Western Culture, Fontana Press, London, 1993. 

Catalano, Gary. The Years of Hope Australian Art and Criticism 1959-1968, Oxford 

University Press, Melbourne, 1981. 

Cevasco, G.A. (editor) The Eighteen Nineties: An Encyclopaedia of British Literature, 

Art and Culture, Garland, New York, 1993. 

Chapman, Barbara. Beatrice Darbyshire, Cygnet Books, University of Western 

Australia Press, Nedlands, 1990. 

Chefdor, M, Quinones, R, Wachtes, A. (editors)  Modernism: Challenges and 

Perspectives, University of Illinois Press, Chicago, 1986.  

Chomsky, Noam. Reflections on Language, Pantheon Books, New York, 1975. 



 - 364 -

Conant, Levi Leonard. The Number Concept, Its Origin and Development, New York, 

1931. 

Conrad, Peter. Modern Times, Modern Places How Life and Art Were Transformed in a 

Century of Revolution, Innovation and Radical Change, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 

1999. 

Cotter, James Finn. Inscape: The Christology and Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, 

University of Pittsburgh Press, United States of America, 1970. 

Crowley, F.K. The History of South Perth, Rigby, Australia, 1962. 

Crumlin,  Rosemary. Images of Religion in Australian Art, Bay Books, Sydney, 1988. 

Dantzig, Tobias.  Number. The Language of Science, New York, 1930. 

Davidson, John. The Secret of the Creative Vacuum Man and the Energy Dance, The 

C.W. Daniel Company Limited, England, 1989. 

Dawkins, Richard. The Selfish Gene, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1976. 

Di Maggio, P.J. (editor). Non-profit Enterprise in the Arts: Studies in Mission and 

Constraint, Oxford University Press, New York, 1986. 

Doan, Laura (editor). The Lesbian Postmodern, Columbia University Press, New York, 

1994. 

Douglas-Klotz, Neil. Prayers of the Cosmos, Harper, San Francisco, 1990. 

Douglas-Klotz, Neil. The Genesis Meditations, Quest Books, United States of America, 

2003. 

Drucker, Johanna. Theorizing Modernism Visual Art and The Critical Tradition, 

Columbia University Press, New York, 1994. 

Drury, John. Painting the Word Christian Pictures and their Meanings, Yale University 

Press, London, 1999. 

Dutton, Denis and Krausz, Michael (editors) The Concept of Creativity in Science and 

Art, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, United States of America, 1981. 



 - 365 -

Dutton, Geoffrey. The Innovators, Macmillan, Australia, 1986. 

Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction, Oxford, London, 1983. 

Edinger, Edward F. Ego and Archetype, Shambhala, Boston, 1992. 

Eliade, Mircea. The Scared and the Profane, Harper, New York, 1961. 

Eliot, T.S.  Selected Essays 1917-1932, Harcourt Brace, New York, 1931. 

Eliot, T.S. Selected Essays, Faber and Faber, London, 1951. 

Ellis, David. Robert Grieve Paintings Drawings Collage, Craftsman House Australia, 

1995. 

Erickson, Dorothy (editor).  Art & Design in Western Australia Perth Technical College 

1900-2000, TAFE, Western Australia, 2000. 

Fitzallen, Christopher (editor). Situation Vacant, Situation Vacant Group, Perth, 1996. 

Florey, Cecil. Peninsula City: a Social History of the City of South Perth, City of South 

Perth, Western Australia, 1995. 

Fowler, James, W. Stages of Faith The Psychology of Human Development and the 

Quest for Meaning, Dove Communications, Harper and Row Publishers, New York, 

1981. 

Fox, Mathew. Sheer Joy Conversations with Thomas Aquinas on Creation Spirituality, 

Harper, San Francisco, 1992. 

Fox, Matthew. The Coming of the Cosmic Christ, Collins Dove, Australia, 1989. 

France, Christine. Justin O’Brien Image and Icon, Craftsman House, Australia, 1997. 

Frascina, F.  Harrison, C., Paul, D. editors Modern Art and Modernism:  A Critical 

Anthology, Harper and Row, London, 1982. 

Frascina, Francis. Editor.  Pollock and After The Critical Debate, Harper and Row, 

London, 1985. 



 - 366 -

Freke, Timothy and Gandy, Peter. The Jesus Mysteries, Thorsons, London, 1999. 

Fry, Roger. The Poems of Mallarmé, New Directions, New York, 1951. 

Fuller, Peter. The Australian Scape-Goat, University of Western Australia Press, 

Nedlands, 1986. 

Fuller, Peter. Theoria: Art and the Absence of Grace, Chatto and Windus, London, 

1988. 

Galbally, A. and  Plant, M. (editors) Studies in Australian Art, Department of Fine Arts, 

University of Melbourne, Melbourne, 1978. 

Gamard, Elizabeth Burns. Kurt Schwitters” Merzbau The Cathedral of Erotic Misery, 

Princeton Architectural Press, New York, 2000. 

Garrels, Gary. (editor) The Work of Andy Warhol, Discussions In Contemporary 

Culture Number 3, Dia Art Foundation,  Bay Press, Seattle, 1989. 

Gaskell, G.A. Dictionary of all Scriptures and Myths, Avenel Books, New York, 1981. 

Geldzahler, Henry. Pop Art 1955-70, International Cultural Corporation of Australia 

Ltd, Australia, 1985. 

Germaine, Max. A Dictionary of Women Artists of Australia Craftsman House, 

Australia, 1991. 

Germaine, Max. Artists and Galleries of Australia, Boolarong Publications, Australia, 

1984. 

Gibbons, Tom. A Handbook to “Counterparts”, with F.P. Gibbon, McGraw-Hill, 

Sydney, 1969. 

Gibbons, Tom. Counterparts: An Anthology of Critical Comparisons, with F.P. Gibbon, 

McGraw-Hill, Sydney, 1969.  

Gibbons, Tom. Literature and Awareness An Introduction to the Close Reading of Prose 

and Verse, Edward Arnold, Melbourne,1979. 



 - 367 -

Gibbons, Tom. Rooms in the Darwin Hotel: Studies in English Literary Criticism and 

Ideas, 1880-1920, University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1973.  

Goethe. Goethe’s Theory of Colours; translated from the German with notes by Charles 

Lock Eastlake, R.A., F.R.S. Frank Cass and Company, London, 1967. 

Grayling, Anthony C. What is Good? The Search for the Best Way to Live, Weidenfeld 

and Nicolson, Great Britain, 2003. 

Greene, Thomas M. The Descent from Heaven A Study in Epic Continuity, Yale 

University Press, London, 1963. 

Grenz, Stanley J. and Olson, Roger E., 20th Century Theology: God and the World in a 

Transitional Age, Downers Grove, Intervarsity Press, 1992. 

Haeffner, Mark. Dictionary of Alchemy, Aquarian, Great Britain, 1991. 

Hall, Stuart (editor). Representation Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, 

Sage Publications, London, 1997. 

Hamaker-Zondag, Karen. The Way of the Tarot A Jungian Approach For Working 

More Deeply With The Tarot, Piatkus, Great Britain, 1998. 

Hanh, Thich Nat. The Diamond That Cuts Through Illusion, Parallax Press, California, 

1992. 

Hanley, Lucielle. (editor).  Brian McKay: Painter, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Western 

Australia, 1991. 

Hawley, Janet. Encounters with Australian Artists, University of Queensland Press, 

Queensland, 1993. 

Hawthorn, Bill. Some Contemporary Western Australian Painters and Sculptors, Apollo 

Press, Perth, 1982. 

Hazelton, R. A. Theological Approach to Art, Abingdon Press, New York, 1967. 

Heathcote, Christopher. A quiet revolution The rise of Australian art 1946-1968, The 

Text Publishing Company, Melbourne, 1995. 



 - 368 -

Helmer, June. George Bell the Art of Influence, Greenhouse Publications, Victoria, 

1985. 

Heron, Patrick. The Changing Forms of Art, Routledge Kegan Paul, London, 1955. 

Heyward, Michael. The Ern Malley Affair, University of Queensland Press, 

Queensland, 1993. 

Hickey, Dave. The Invisible Dragon Four Essays On Beauty, Art Issues Press, Los 

Angeles, 1993. 

Hilton, Timothy. The Pre-Raphaelites, Thames and Hudson, London, 1970. 

Hopkins, Dwight N. and Davaney, Sheila Greeve. Changing Conversations Religious 

Reflection and Cultural Analysis, Routledge, New York, 1996. 

Hopper, Vincent Foster. Medieval Number Symbolism, New York, 1938. 

Horton, Mervyn. Present Day Art in Australia, Ure Smith, Australia, 1969. 

Horton, Mervyn. Painters of the 70s , Ure Smith, Australia, 1975. 

Hughes, Robert.  The Art of Australia, Penguin, revised edition, Melbourne, 1970. 

Hylton, Jane. William Dobell: Portraits in Context, Wakefield Press, Australia, 2003. 

Jaffe, H.L.C. De Stijl 1917-1931 The Dutch Contribution to Modern Art, Harvard Uni. 

Press. London, 1986. 

Johnson, Ellen H. Modern Art And The Object, Thames and Hudson, London, 1976. 

Johnson, Paul. The Birth of the Modern: World Society 1815-1830, Harper Collins, 

New York, 1991. 

Johnston, William. The Mirror Mind Spirituality and Transformation, Collins, London, 

1981. 

Jung, Carl G. translated by Bull, R.F.C., Psychology and Alchemy, Princeton University 

Press, Princeton New Jersey, 1980. 



 - 369 -

Khan, Hazrat Inayat.  Sufi Mysticism The Sufi Message Volume X, Delhi, 1990. 

Khan, Hazrat Inayat. The Unity of Religious Ideals, Sufi Order Publications, New York, 

1979. 

Kaplan, Alice. and Ross, Kristen.  Yale French Studies: Everyday Life, No. 73., Yale 

University Press, 1987.  

Keyserling, Count Hermann.  Creative Understanding. Translated from the German by 

Teresa Duerr, Jonathan Cape, London, 1929. 

Knight, Arthur and Kit. (editors) The Beat Vision, Paragon House, New York, 1987. 

Kornfield, Jack. A Path With Heart, Bantam Books, United States of America, 1993. 

Kornfield, Jack. After the Ecstasy the Laundry. Bantam Books, United States of 

America, 2000. 

Kornfield, Jack. Living Buddhist Masters, Unity Press, Santa Cruz, 1977. 

Krauss, Rosalind The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 

Cambridge MIT Press, Massachusetts and London, 1986. 

Kulananda. Western Buddhism, Thorsons Harper Collins, London, 1997. 

Landow, William Holman Hunt and Typological Symbolism, Yale University Press for 

the Pall Mellon Center for Studies in British Art, 1979. 

Lasserre, Francois. The Birth of Mathematics in The Age of Plato, London, 1964. 

Lawlor, Robert. Sacred Geometry Philosophy and Practice, Thames and Hudson, 

London, 1982. 

Leja, Michael. Reframing Abstract Expressionism: Subjectivity and Painting in the 

1940s, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1993. 

Lesberg, Sandy. Abstract Art, Peebles Press International, New York, 1974. 

Lewis, J. Ben Nicholson, Tate Gallery, London, 1993. 



 - 370 -

Loori, John Daido. The Heart of Being, Charles E. Tuttle Company, Vermont, 1996. 

Low, Albert. The Iron Cow of Zen, Charles E. Tuttle and Company, Tokyo, 1985. 

Lynn, Elwyn. The Art of Robert Juniper, Craftsman House, Sydney, 1986.  

Malins, F. Understanding Paintings, Phaidon Press, London, 1980. 

Maloney, George A., S.J., Mary: The Womb of God, Dimension Books, New Jersey, 

1976. 

Martin, P.W. Experiment in Depth A Study of Jung, Eliot and Tonybee, Routledge and 

Kegan Paul, London, 1955. 

Mason, Murray (editor). Contemporary Western Australian Painters and Printmakers, 

Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Fremantle, 1979.  

Mast, G. and Cohen, M. (editors) Film Theory and Criticism; Introductory Readings, 

Oxford University Press, New York, 1974. 

McCulloch, Alan. Encyclopaedia of Australian Art Volume One A-K and Volume Two 

L-Z, Hutchinson, Australia, 1984. 

McDonald, Anne. Douglas Annand The Art of Life, National Gallery of Australia, 

Canberra, 2001. 

McIntyre, Arthur. Contemporary Australian Collage and Its Origins, Craftsman House, 

Australia, 1990. 

McQueen, Humphrey. The Black Swan of Trespass The Emergence of Modernist 

Painting in Australia to 1944, Alternative Publishing Cooperative, Sydney, 1979. 

Mehl-Madrona, Lewis Archetype and Agents of Change, Bear and Company Rochester, 

Vermont, 2005. 

Mellor, David. The Sixties Art Scene in London, Phaidon, London, 1993. 

Merton, Thomas. Elected Silence, Charles Birchall and Son Limited, London, 1949. 



 - 371 -

Millar, Ronald, Civilized Magic An Interpretive guide to Australian paintings, Sorrett 

Publishing, Australia, 1974. 

Mills, Jenny. I Buried my Dolls in the Garden the Life and Works of Elizabeth Blair-

Barber, University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1999.  

Moore, T. The Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life, Harper Collins, San Francisco, 1996. 

Morely, John. Death, Heaven and the Victorians, Studio Vista, London, 1971. 

Mullen, John Douglas. Kierkegaard’s Philosophy Self-Deception and Cowardice in the 

Present Age, New American Library, Chicago, 1981. 

Murphy, Desmond. The Death and Rebirth of Religious Life, E.J. Dwyer Pty Ltd, 

N.S.W. 1995. 

Neville, Richard. Faces of Australia: Images, Reality and the Portrait State Library of 

New South Wales, New South Wales, 1992. 

Nietzsche, Friedrich. Human, All Too Human, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1994.  

Novikov, Igor D. The River of Time, Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

O’Brien, Philippa. Robert Juniper, Craftsman House, Sydney, 1992. 

Parkhurst, Jacqueline. The Individuation Process, Open Mind Publications, Glen 

Forrest, Western Australia, 1977. 

Peake, Joseph J.S. trans.  Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, University of South Carolina 

Press, Columbia, 1968. 

Phipps, Jennifer. I  Had a Dream Australian Art in the 1960’s, National Gallery of 

Victoria, Victoria, 1997. 

Piper, John. Future Grace, Inter-Varsity Press, Britain, 1995. 

Podro, M. The Critical Historians of Art, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1982. 

Polizzotto, Carolyn. Approaching Elise, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Western 

Australia, 1988. 



 - 372 -

Rajneesh, Bhagwan Shree. No Water No Moon Reflections on Zen, Sheldon Press, 

London, 1977. 

Rapoport, A. (editor) Australia as Human Setting, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1972. 

Read, Herbert (editor). Speculations: Essays on Humanism and the Philosophy of Art, 

Kegan Paul, London, 1924. 

Reed, Christopher (editor). Not at Home The Suppression of Domesticity in Modern Art 

and Architecture, Thames and Hudson, London, 1996. 

Riemer, Andrew. Hughes, Dufy and Snellgrove, Sydney, 2001. 

Roberts, John. Postmodernism Politics and Art, Manchester University Press, 

Manchester, 1990. 

Robinson, Duncan. Stanley Spencer, Phaidon Press, Oxford, 1990. 

Robinson, John. In Extremity A Study of Gerard Manley Hopkins, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, 1978. 

Rohr, Richard and Martos, Joseph. The Wild Man’s Journey Reflections on Male 

Spirituality, St. Anthony Messenger Press, Cincinnati, Ohio, 1992. 

Rose, Margaret, A. The Post-Modern and the Post-Industrial A Critical Analysis, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1991. 

Rosenthal, Mark. Critiques of Pure Abstraction, Independent Curators Incorporated, 

New York, 1995. 

Rowse, T. Arguing the Arts. The Funding of the Arts in Australia, Penguin, 1985.  

Rozen, Alan The Art of John Coburn, Ure Smith, Sydney, 1979. 

Salzberg, Sharon. Faith, Riverhead Books, United States of America, 2002. 

Schapiro, Meyer. Modern Art 19th and 20th Centuries Selected Papers, George Braziller, 

New York, 1979. 



 - 373 -

Schwartz, Sanford. The Matrix of Modernism Pound, Eliot and Early 20th- Century 

Thought, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1985. 

Shlain, Leonard. The Alphabet Versus The Goddess The Conflict Between Word and 

Image, Viking, United States of America 1998. 

Shaku, Soyen. (translated by D.T. Suzuki)  Zen For Americans, Including The Sutra of 

Forty-Two Chapters, Dorret Press, New York, 1987 (reprint of the 1913 edition). 

Simpkins Annellen, M. and Simpkins, C. Alexander. Zen Around the World, Tuttle, 

United States of America, 1997. 

Smith, Bernard. Australian Painting 1788-1970. Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 

second edition, 1971.  

Smith, Bernard. Modernism’s History: A Study in Twentieth-Century Art and Ideas, 

University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 1998. 

Smith, Bernard. Noel Counihan Artist and Revolutionary, Oxford University Press, 

Melbourne, 1993. 

Smith, Bernard. The Antipodean Manifesto Essays in Art and History, Oxford 

University Press, Melbourne, 1976. 

Smith, Bernard. The Death of the Artist as Hero. Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 

1988. 

Smith, Bernard. with Smith, Terry. Australian Painting 1788-1990, Third Edition, 

Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1991. 

Snell, T. (editor) Cinderella on the Beach A Source Book of Western Australia’s Visual 

Culture, University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1991. 

Snell, Ted. Howard Taylor Forest Figure, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Fremantle, 

1995. 

Snyder, Ross. Contemporary Celebration, Abingdon Press, New York, 1971. 



 - 374 -

Spong, John Selby. Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism, Harper, San Francisco, 

1991. 

Stanjos, Nikos. Concepts of Modern Art, Thames and Hudson, London, 1981. 

Stannage, C.T. Embellishing The Landscape The Images of Amy Heap and Fred Flood 

1920-1940, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Fremantle, 1990. 

Steiner, Rudolph.  Art as Seen in the Light of Mystery Wisdom Eight lectures held in 

Dornach from 28th December 1914 to the 4th January 1915 with an introduction by 

Marie Steiner, Rudolf Steiner Press, London, 1984. 

Stevens, A. Ariadne’s Clue A guide to the Symbols of Humankind, Allen Lane The 

Penguin Press, London, 1998.  

Stokes, Adrian. Inside and Out An Essay in the Psychology and Aesthetic Appeal of 

Space, Faber and Faber, London, 1945. 

Stoner-Saunders, F. Who Paid the Piper? The CIA and the Cultural Cold War, Granta  

Books, London, 1999. 

Sullivan, Graeme. Seeing Australia Views of Artists and Artworks, Piper Press, 

Australia, 1994. 

Suzuki, Shunrya. Not Always So, Quill, New York, 2002. 

Symington, Neville. The Analytic Experience, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1986. 

Tamplin, Ronald. A Preface to T.S. Eliot, Longman, England, 1988. 

Thackera, Jack (editor). Design after Modernism, London, 1988. 

Thomas, Daniel. Antipodean Vision Australian Painting, F.W. Cheshire, Australia, 

1962. 

Thomson, Sandra A. Pictures From The Heart A Tarot Dictionary, St. Martins Griffin, 

New York, 2003. 

Tillman, Frank A. and Cahn, Steven M. (editors). Philosophy of Art and Aesthetics: 

From Plato to Wittgenstein, Harper and Row, New York, 1969. 



 - 375 -

Timms, Edward. and Collier, Peter (editors). Visions and Blueprints Avant-garde 

Culture and Radical Politics in Early Twentieth-Century Europe, Manchester University 

Press, Great Britain, 1988. 

Toor, Djohariah. The Road by the River, Harper Collins, New York, 1987. 

Topliss, Helen. Modernism and Feminism Australian Women Artists 1900 - 1940, 

Craftsman House, Australia, 1996. 

Tuchman, Maurice. The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Abbeville Press, 

New York, 1986. 

Turnbull, Clive (with Elizabeth Young and Daniel Thomas), Australian Painting 

Colonial Impressionist Contemporary, The Griffin Press, Australia, 1962.  

Underhill, Evelyn. Mysticism The Development of Humankind’s Spiritual 

Consciousness, Methuen, London, 1911. 

Upstone, Robert. The Pre-Raphaelite Dream, Tate Publishing, Britain, 2003. 

Ure Smith, Sydney. Australian Present Day Art , Ure Smith, Australia, 1943. 

Varnedoe, Kirk and Gopnik, Adam. (editors). Modern Art and Popular Culture 

Readings in High & Low, The Museum of Modern Art New York, Harry N. Abrams, 

Inc. Publishers, New York, 1990. 

Vizents, Alan.  Non Parables Alan Vizents Performance Texts 1982-86, PICA Press, 

Perth. 1990. 

Walker, Kenneth. Diagnosis of Man, Jonathan Cape, London, 1942. 

Walton, L. The Art of Roland Wakelin, Craftsman House, Sydney, 1987. 

Webb, James. The Occult Establishment, Open Court, Illinois, 1976. 

Wehr, Gerhard. Jung and Steiner The Birth of New Psychology, Anthroposophic Press, 

Massachusetts, 2002. 

Weitz, Morris. (editor) Problems in Aesthetics Book of Readings Second Edition, 

Macmillan Publishers, United States of America, 1970. 



 - 376 -

Welwood, John. Toward a Psychology of Awakening, Shambhala, Boston 2000. 

Weston, Neville. Lawrence Daws, A. H. and A. W. Reed, Australia, 1982.   

Whorf, Benjamin Lee. Language Thought and Reality, Selected Writings of Benjamin 

Lee Whorf, Boston, 1956. 

Wilber, Ken. A Sociable God, New Science, London, 1983. 

Wilber, Ken. Integral Psychology Consciousness, Spirit, Psychology, Therapy, 

Shambhala, Boston, 2000. 

Wilber, Ken. No Boundary: Eastern and Western Approaches to Personal Growth, 

Shambhala Publications, Colorado, 1979. 

Wilber, Ken. Sex, Ecology, Spirituality: The Spirit of Evolution, Shambhala, Boston, 

1995. 

Wilber, Ken. The Essential Ken Wilber An Introductory Reader, Shambhala, Boston, 

1998. 

Wilber, Ken. The Marriage of Sense and Soul Integrating Science and Religion, 

Newleaf, Melbourne, 1998. 

Wilber, Ken. The Spectrum of Consciousness, Wheaton, United States of America, 

1977. 

Wilber, Ken. Up From Eden: A Transpersonal View of Human Evolution, Wheaton, 

United States of America, 1981. 

Wilkinson, Roy. Rudolf Steiner, Temple Lodge, Britain, 2001. 

Wolff, J.  The Social Production of Art. MacMillan, London, 1981. 

Zimmer, Jenny (editor). Catalogue of Abstract Art in Australia and Essays on Abstract 

Art, RMIT, Melbourne, 1983. 

Zis, Avner. Foundations of Marxist Aesthetics, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1977. 



 - 377 -

Zizioulas, John. Being as Communion, St. Vladinir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, New 

York, 1985. 

Zohar, Danah. and Marshall, Ian. The Quantum Society Mind, Physics and a New 

Social Position, Flamingo, London, 1994. 

Zolberg, V.L.  Constructing a Sociology of the Arts, Cambridge University Press, New 

York, 1990. 

EXHIBITION CATALOGUES 

Anderson, Roderick. Early Western Australian Art from the Robert Holmes A Court 

Collection, Heytesbury Holdings Ltd, 1983. 

Barrett-Lennard, John. Catalogue Praxis Practice An Overview of Ten Years at Western 

Australia’s Contemporary Art Space, Praxis Fremantle, 1986. 

Bell, Robert. Eileen Keys Ceramics 1950-1986, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1986. 

Bromfield, David (editor). Aspects of Perth Modernism 1929-1942, Centre for Fine 

Arts, University of Western Australia, 1986. 

Bromfield, David (editor). Among the Souvenirs: West Australian Art in the Eighties 

Centre for Fine Arts, University of Western Australia, 1987. 

Bromfield, David. E. Blumann Paintings and Drawings, Art Gallery of Western 

Australia, 1989. 

Bromfield, David, Elise Blumann, Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, 1984. 

Bromfield, David. (editor)  Essays on Art and Architecture in Western Australia, Centre 

For Fine Arts, University of Western Australia, 1988. 

Bromfield, David. (editor) Local Talent Urban Living, Department of Fine Art, 

University of Western Australia, 1990. 

Bromfield, David (editor). Modern Women Australian Women Artists and Modernism, 

Centre For Fine Arts, University of Western Australia, 1989. 



 - 378 -

 Bromfield, David. “Thirst in the City: The Paintings of Thomas Hoareau” for Thomas 

Hoareau Paintings and Drawings, Galerie Düsseldorf, 1988. 

Carrigan, Belinda. (co-ordinator)  In the Company of Women 100 years of Australian 

Women’s Art from the Cruthers Collection, Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1995. 

Chapman, Barbara.  Marshall Clifton Watercolours and Drawing 1931-1973, Fremantle 

Arts Centre, 1986. 

Chapman, Barbara. Baynard Werner Paintings and Prints a Memorial Exhibition, The 

West Australian College of Advanced Education, 1985. 

Chapman, Barbara. Ivor Hunt Watercolours and Drawings 1945-1970, Art Gallery of 

Western Australia, 1980. 

Chapman, Barbara. The Colonial Eye A Topographical and Artistic Record of the Life 

and Landscape of Western Australia, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1979. 

Clark, Kenneth (Sir). The Study of Art History, reprinted from University Quarterly, 

University of London, May 1956. 

Cook, Robert. Allan Baker – A Survey, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, University of 

Western Australia, 2000. 

Crumlin, Rosemary. The Blake Prize for Religious Art – the First 25 Years A Survey. 

Monash University Department of Visual Arts, Australia, 1984. 

Curnow, Heather. Robert Richmond Campbell An Australian Impressionist, Queen 

Victoria Museum and Art Gallery, Launceston Tasmania, 1986. 

Deutscher Galleries, Peter Booth: Drawings 1977-1987, Deutscher Australia, 1989. 

Dolk, Michiel. “It’s only art conceptually: A consideration of the work of Ian Burn 

1965-1970” in Ian Burn Minimal-Conceptual Work 1965-1970, Art Gallery of Western 

Australia, 1992. 

Duffy, Pat (editor) The Foulkes Taylor Years , West Australian Institute of Technology, 

1982. 



 - 379 -

Eagle, Mary. The Art of Rupert Bunny in the Australian National Gallery, ANG 

Canberra, 1991. 

Edwards, Allan. The Joe and Rose Skinner Bequest Undercroft Art Gallery, University 

of Western Australia, March 1982. 

Edwards, Deborah.  Godfrey Miller 1893-1964, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1996. 

Frangos, Seva and Moore, Margaret. Miriam Stannage Perception 1969-1989, Art 

Gallery of Western Australia, 1989. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Afterword”, catalogue statement, Desborough Galleries, 1972. 

Gibbons, Tom. Artist documentation for “Vanitas Still-Lifes in Honour of Duccio”, 

1989. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Australiana’ Notes”, The Church Gallery, September 2003. 

Gibbons, Tom. “’Homage To Duccio’, Sixteen Still Lives In Honour of Duccio Di 

Buoninsegna (c.1255-c.1315) Together With Three Further Still-lives Entitled ‘Great 

Bores Of Modern Art & Sundry Small Pieces’” Artist’s Statement and Documentation , 

ArtPlace, 1989. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Millenarian Abstraction in the 1860s: The Spirit-drawings of 

Georgiana Houghton”, in Spirit and Place: Art in Australia 1861-1996,  Sydney: 

Museum of Contemporary Art, 1996, pp.137-143. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Never a Dull Moment”, exhibition notes, Artplace, September-October, 

1998. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Esperance Suite”, catalogue statement, Fremantle Arts Centre, 

1991. 

Gibbons, Tom. Artist statement, The Church Gallery invitation for Art & Alchemy, 

August 2001. 

Gibbons, Tom. Tom Gibbons: Forty Still-Lives, Galerie Düsseldorf, 1981. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Exhibition Notes”, Artplace, Claremont, 1998. 



 - 380 -

Gibbons, Tom. Printessentials, catalogue statement, 1991. 

Gibbons, Tom. Fun & Games: Sixteen Still-lifes, 1993-95, catalogue statement, 

Goddard de Fiddes, 1995. 

Goddard, Julian.  A New Possibility, Goddard de Fiddes, 1994. 

Goddard, Julian. Harald Vike And The Public Library, Perth Drawings and Paintings 

1930-1941, Heytesbury Holdings Limited Perth, 1987. 

Goddard, Julian. and Marcon, Marco. “Beyond the Grid”, International Art Space 

Kellerberrin Australia, 1999.  

Goddard, Julian. Harald Vike 1906-1987 A Retrospective, Kingstream Fine Art Pty 

Ltd., 1990.  

Gooding , Janda. Western Australian Art and Artists 1900-1950, Art Gallery of Western 

Australia, 1987. 

Gooding, Janda.  Frank Hinder’s Flight Into Egypt, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 

1985. 

Gray, Anne. Western Australian Artists 1920-1950, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 

1980. 

Gray, Anne. The Way We Were, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, University of Western 

Australia, undated. 

Harpley, Melissa. Ariels Song Audrey Greenhalgh 1903-1991, Lawrence Wilson Art 

Gallery, University of Western Australia, 1994. 

Harpley, Melissa. Beyond The Image Western Australian Women Artists 1920-1960, 

Department of Fine Arts, University of Western Australia, 1990. 

Heymans, Rie. Review Exhibition Portia Bennett & Marj Tarling, Undercroft Gallery 

University of Western Australia, 1986. 

Horridge, Naomi. Point of View Carol Rudyard selected works 1968-1992, Lawrence 

Wilson Art Gallery, University of Western Australia, 1993. 



 - 381 -

Hughes, Annette (editor) Davida Allen Survey Exhibition, Museum of Contemporary 

Art Brisbane, 1987. 

Hutchings, Patrick. Tom Gibbons Desborough Galleries Perth, 1973. 

Hylton, Jane. Adelaide Angries South Australian painting of the 1940s, Art Gallery 

Board of South Australia, 1989. 

Jasas, Richard. Curator. Roadshow West To East, Exhibition 6, Visual Art Board, 1980. 

Kaldor, John. An Australian Accent, P.S.I. New York, 1984.  

Klepac, Lou. Guy Grey Smith Retrospective, The Western Australia Art Gallery, 1976. 

Kolenberg, Hendrick. Robert Juniper drawings 1950-1980, Art Gallery of Western 

Australia, 1980. 

Ledwij, Bohdan. Musart Georgi Ermolenko and Bohdan Ledwij’s The Seven Last 

Words, The Perth Concert Hall, October 1977. 

Lindsay, Robert. John Brack A Retrospective, National Gallery of Victoria, 1987. 

McCaughey, Patrick. Ten Australians, The Visual Arts Board Australia, 1974. 

McCaughey, Patrick. The Field, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 1968 

McCaughey, Patrick. Roger Kemp Cycles and Directions 1935-1975, Monash 

University Melbourne, 1978. 

McIntyre, Arthur. Contemporary Australian Collage and Its Origins, Craftsman House, 

Australia, 1990. 

McKay, Brian. The Folkes Taylor Years, West Australian Institute of Technology, 

1983. 

McNamara, Phillip. Cliff Jones: Survey of Prints and Drawings 1968-1998, School of 

Architecture and Fine Arts, University of Western Australia, 2000. 

McNamara, Phillip. The School For Collaborative Art Practice, The Verge Gallery, 

2000. 



 - 382 -

McNeil, David. Ernest Philpot Retrospective Exhibition 1934 – 1975, University of 

Western Australia, 1988.  

Mellick, Ross and Waterloo, Nick. (editors) Spirit and Place: Art in Australia 1861-

1996, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 1996.   

Merewether, Charles. Art & Social Commitment an end to the city of dreams 1931-

1948, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1984. 

Miller, Nikki.  Feminisms, Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1992. 

Missingham, H. James W R Linton 1869-1947, The Western Australian Art Gallery, 

1977. 

Missingham, H. John Lunghi, Newspaper House, 1945. 

Mollison, James. 1974 The Phillip Art Grant First Annual Exhibition, National Gallery 

Canberra, 1974. 

Moore, Margaret. Douglas Chambers A Survey, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1991. 

Morphet, Richard. Richard Hamilton, The Tate Gallery, London, 1970. 

Murphy, Bernice. Ken Whisson Paintings 1957-1985, Broken Hill Art Gallery, 1985. 

Murray, Sandra. Oddfellows the essence of contemporary western Australian figurative 

artists, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, University of Western Australia, 1996. 

Newton, Gael. Shades of Light Photography and Australia 1839-1988, Australian 

National Gallery,1988. 

North, Ian. Robert Campbell 1902-1972, Art Gallery of South Australia, 1973. 

Pestorius, David. Geometric Painting In Australia 1941-1997, The University of 

Queensland, 1997. 

Pringle, John Douglas. Australian Painting Today, Thames and Hudson, 1963. 

Ramsden, Mel. “Making art from a different place”, in Ian Burn Minimal-Conceptual 

Work 1965-1970, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1992. 



 - 383 -

Reed, John. Editor New Painting 1952-62 , Longmans, 1963. 

Reed, John. Paintings from the West. 14 Western Australian Painters, Museum of 

Modern Art and Design of Australia, 1963. 

Rumley, Dennis. Tom Gibbons, Undercroft Gallery, University of Western Australia, 

September 1983. 

Sharkey, Chris. Mostly May Gibbs Artworks by May, Herbert and Cecilia Gibbs from 

the Ken and John Gibbs Collections, City of South Perth, February 2001. 

Smith, Trevor. Robert Juniper, Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1999. 

Snell, Ted (editor) “At the Still Point of the Turning World The Art of Arthur Russell”, 

Arthur Russell – in Retrospect, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, University of Western 

Australia, 1991. 

Snell, Ted. Darlington and the Hills, Curtin University, 1990. 

Spartalis, A. Linton Father and Son, Spartalis Fine Art Perth, 1995. 

Stanhope, Zara. Good Vibrations: the legacy of Op art in Australia, Heide Museum of 

Modern Art, 2002. 

Stewart, Nancy. Art In The Shire Of Mundaring, Mundaring Arts and Crafts Centre, 

1986. 

Stringer, John (curator). The Field, National Gallery of Victoria, 1968. 

Topliss, Helen. Provincialism and Modernism in Perth, University of Western Australia, 

1989. 

Topliss, Helen. The Work of Brian McKay, The Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1988.  

van Raalte, R.B.  Henri van Raalte Master Printmaker, Arthur Spartalis Fine Art, Perth, 

1989. 

Waldman, Diane. Australian Visions: 1984 Exxon International Exhibition, The Visual 

Art Board of the Australia Council, 1984. 



 - 384 -

Whitelaw, B. Australian Drawings of the Thirties and Forties, National Gallery of 

Victoria, 1980. 

Whitford, Frank. Eduardo Paolozzi, Tate Gallery Publications, London, 1971. 

Wilson, John. Ferry Korwill, retrospective catalogue, Fremantle Arts Centre, 1992. 

REVIEWS, ARTICLES and PRINTED EPHEMERA 

# Please note that some of the printed ephemera collected or cited in this thesis came 

from artist’s archives or gallery archives. When from these sources the date of 

publication or page number has not often been recorded and hence this information is 

also not provided here. 

 A.C. “Art In Our Time, Henri Van Raalte” Sunday Times, January 16, 1921, p.13. 

Ambler, Clem. and Philpot, Ernest. Comment letter to The West Australian, October 15, 

1942. 

Ames, A.J. “Out and Out Depths”, Artlook, July 1979, p.9. 

Anon. “A Chip off the Old Block”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.1, February 1976, p.23. 

Anon. “Abstract Thought”, The West Australian, January 22, 1960. 

Anon. “Artists in uniform exhibit at Newspaper House”, The West Australian, February 

13, 1945. 

Anon. “Arts Access”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.2, March 1976, p.4. 

Anon. “From Kalamunda to Perth”, The Black Swan, Vol.13, No.2, August 1929, p.11. 

Anon. “W.A. Artist Rewarded”, The West Australian, May 3, 1963. 

Anon. “Untitled”, Artsline Western Australia, Vol.11, Issue 2, ARTSWA, Ministry for 

Culture & the Arts, Winter, 1999. 

Anon. “Harold Vike An Appreciation”, The Black Swan, Vol.18, No.1. August 1934, 

p.73. 



 - 385 -

Atavist. “Home Mades and Paris Models”, The Black Swan, September 1931, Vol.15, 

No.2, pp.22-23. 

Baum, Nicholas. “The exhibitions Recent Australian Painting (London 1961) and An 

Australian Accent (New York 1984) Compared,” pp. 74-89 in Constructing The History 

Of Australian Art: Eight Critiques edited by Terry Smith, The Power Institute of Fine 

Arts Occasional Paper No.2, 1986. 

Baxter, Cedric. “A Frantic Caper”, The Sunday Independent, February 1, 1976. 

Baxter, Cedric. “Feverish, but brilliant, African sketches”, The Sunday Independent, 

1970, Mabel Voudouris archive. 

Baxter, Cedric. “Speaking of Success”, The Artist’s Chronicle, issue unrecorded. 

Baxter, Maggie. “Choice and Compromise: The Dilemmas of Contemporary Art 

Practice”, Artwords, No.5, 1995, pp.8-11. 

Beloff, John. “Some Comments on the Gombrich Problem”, British Journal of 

Aesthetics, Vol.1, 1960-61. 

Birch, Robert. “A long overdue look at art education”, Fremantle Art Review, Vol.1, 

No.2, February 1986, p.7. 

Blair-Barber, E. Interview. Gregsons Art Division Quarterly Journal, Vol.2, No.6, July 

1992, pp.1-4. 

Bossart, William. “Authenticity and Aesthetic Value in the Visual Arts”, British Journal 

of Aesthetics, Vol.1, 1960-61. 

Bourdieu, Pierre. “Outline of a Sociological theory of Art Perception”, International 

Social Science Journal, Vol.20, No.4, 1968. 

Bromfield, David. “A Patron of Worth”, The West Australian, February 27, 1993. 

Bromfield, David. “Criticism In A Cold Climate”, FAR May 1991, pp.3-5. 

Bromfield, David. John Barker Paintings and Ceramics, Centre for Fine Arts, University 

of Western Australia, undated. 



 - 386 -

Bromfield, David. “It’s Pretty but is it Original”, The West Australian, February 6, 

1999. 

Bromfield, David. “Tasteful Perth Lacks Sensibility”, The West Australian, July 19, 

1997. 

Bromfield, David. “The Centre for Fine Arts at the University of Western Australia”, 

Praxis M, No.2, 1983, pp.11-13. 

Bromfield, David. “Thomas Hoareau: The Site of Memory”, Praxis M, No.2, 1988, 

p.121. 

Brown, D.A.S. “Aesthetics: Art and Ornament”, The Black Swan, October, 1948. 

Buggins, A. “Cultural hub loses artists” and “Backyard blitz takes studio”, The West 

Australian, April 23, 2003, p.38. 

C. G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Evidence of Local Progress”, The West 

Australian, May 24 1940, p.14. 

C.C. “The Art Club Exhibition”, The Black Swan, Vol.13, No.2, August, 1929. 

C.G  (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Art Show reveals Modern Outlook”, The West 

Australian, August 24, 1954. 

C.G.  (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Improved Paintings on Show”, The West 

Australian, circa 1950s, Mabel Voudouris archive. 

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Art Show Reveals Progress”, The West Australian, 

Mabel Voudouris archive. 

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “exhibition of pictures, virile Perth artists”, The 

West Australian , October 17, 1939. 

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Modern Art Perth Exhibition Opens Tomorrow”, 

The West Australian, August 15, 1939. 

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Modern Art”, The West Australian, August 15, 

1939, p.14. 



 - 387 -

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Mr Philpot’s Work Reviewed”, The West 

Australian October 23, 1940, p.12. 

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Two Forms of Art Important Perth Exhibition” The 

West Australian, March 1950. 

C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Varied Art Display” The West Australian circa 

1950s, Mabel Voudouris archive. 

Campbell, Robert. “Art To-Day”, Art W.A., Vol.1, No.1, July 1948. 

Clark, Kenneth (Sir), Presidential Address 1962 Provincialism, The English 

Association, London, November 1962. 

Collett, Arthur. “Interview”, Gregsons Art division Quarterly Journal, Winter Edition 

1991, pp.1-4. 

Cook, Robert. “Resilient Modernism”, Artlink, Vol.16., No.4, 1997, p.79. 

Crawford, Ashley. Editor. Tension 19 – A Chronicle of Australian Art 1980-1989, 

1990. 

Crowe, Irwin. “Interview”, Gregsons Art Division Quarterly Journal Autumn Edition 

1991, p.1 and pp.3-4. 

Crowley, F.K.  “Western Australia’s Lady Forrest, 1844-1929: A Memoir”, Western 

Australian Museum Information Series No.7, undated, p.18. 

Curnow, Wystan. Necessary Protection Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New Plymouth, 

1977. 

Danto, Andrew C. "Art After The End Of Art", Artforum, Vol.31, No.8, April 1993.  

Davis, Annette, “A Taste of the Perth Art Scene in the 1950s and 1960s”, Artwords, 

No.5, 1995, pp.5-7. 

Dawson, Sheila. “Infinite Types of Ambiguity”, The British Journal of Aesthetics, 

Vol.5, No.3, July 1965, pp.289-295. 

Devenish, Bruce. (editor) “Photography”, Artlook, Vol.7, No.7, July 1981, pp.4-8. 



 - 388 -

Drotner, Kirsten. “Ethnographic Enigmas: “The Everyday”” in Recent Media Studies, 

Cultural Studies, Vol.8, No.2, May 1994, pp.341-355. 

Durack, Elizabeth. “Perth in the 1940’s”, Fremantle Arts Review, Vol.2, No.6, June 

1987, p.45. 

Dysart Dinah.  “A Productive Partnership, Frank and Margel Hinder Interviewed” Art 

and Australia, Vol.29, No.3, 1992, pp.338-345.  

Editorial Winthrop Review, No.1, June 1953. 

Editorial. The Critic, Vol.1, No.1, January 1961. 

Edwards, Allan. “An Outburst of Popular Joy”, The Critic, Vol.5, No.6, June 1964. 

Edwards, Allan. “Paradise Regained or Hell is Where You Find It.” The Critic, Vol.3, 

No.4, October 1962. 

Ehrenzweig, Anton “The Hidden Order of Art” The British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.1 

No.3, June 1961, pp.121-133. 

Fitzgerald, P. “Juniper, McKay, Jordanoff Exhibition”, The Critic, No.1, January 1961. 

Foster, H. "Postmodernism in Parallex", October, No.63, Winter 1993, pp.3-20. 

France, Christine. “Life Drawn Lessons”, Art and Australia, Vol.34, No.3, 1997, 

pp.328-329. 

G.B. “Artists in Uniform,” The West Australian, February 13, 1945. 

Gibbons, Tom “Art”, The Cambridge Review, October 30, 1965, p.84. 

Gibbons, Tom. “A Critical Time” (with F.P. Gibbon), Westerly, No.2, June 1963, 

pp.67-77. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Alice in Disneyland”, The Critic, Vol.3, No.7, January 11, 1963, p.56. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Allotropic States and ‘Fiddle-Bow’: D. H. Lawrence’s Occult 

Sources”,  Notes & Queries, Vol.35, No.3, September 1988, pp.338-341. 



 - 389 -

Gibbons, Tom. “Arguments for Design”, (Cheetham: The Rhetoric of Purity; Milner: 

Mondrian), Modern Painters, Vol.8, No.3, Autumn 1995, pp.105-106. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Art”, The Cambridge Review, November 20, 1965, p.153. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Art-Films and Arty Films”, The Critic, Vol.1, No.4, March 24, 1961, 

p.26. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Australian Expressionism and the Northern Romantic Tradition”, Art 

and Australia, Vol.15, No.2, Summer December 1977, pp.182-186. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Beardsley” (Weintraub), British Journal of Aesthetics, Summer 1973, 

pp.305-6. 

Gibbons, Tom. “British Abstract Paintings of the 1860”s: The Spirit Drawings of 

Georgiana Houghton”, Modern Painters, Vol.1, No.2, Summer 1988, pp.33-37. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Cubism and ‘The Fourth Dimension’ in the Context of the Late 19th 

Century and Early 20th Century Revival of Occult Idealism”, Journal of the Warburg 

and Courtauld Institutes, 1981, pp.130-147. 

Gibbons, Tom. Curriculum vitae and notes, sent to author in 1995, author’s archive. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Draft for Yarning For infinity”, review of Wayne Koestenbaum’s Andy 

Warhol, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2001 (published in The West Australian unknown 

date), copy in author’s archive. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Dubliners and the Critics”, The Critical Quarterly, Summer 1967, 

pp.179-87. 

Gibbons, Tom. e-mail to author August 26, 2003, author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. e-mail to author, August 7, 2006, author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Ever Lessening Spirals”, The Critic, Vol.2, No.7, March 16, 1962, 

pp.56-57. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture” (Schorske), Meridian, 

October, 1982, pp.60-62. 



 - 390 -

Gibbons, Tom.  “Four Art Exhibitions”, Artlook, Vol.1, No.3, March 1975. 

Gibbons, Tom. “From Medieval Millenarians to Marxist Holocaust”, draft review of 

Norman Cohn’s The Pursuit of the Millennium, author’s archive 2002. 

Gibbons, Tom. “From Polemics to Irenics”, (Levenson: A Genealogy of Modernism), 

Journal of the Australasian Universities Language and Literature Association, No.65, 

May 1986, pp.132-136. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Gibbons on Vizents on Snell”, Praxis M, No.7, Summer 1984/85. 

Gibbons, Tom. “H.G. Wells’s Fire-Sermon: ‘The War of the Worlds’ and the Book of 

Revelation”, Science Fiction, 1984, pp.5-14. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Hermetic Vision and ‘Vanitas’ Motifs in Early Cubist Still-Lifes”, 

Cauda Pavonis, new series, Vol.6, No1, Spring, 1987, pp.9-15. 

Gibbons, Tom. “In Memoriam David Foulkes-Taylor”, The Critic, Vol.7, No.6 

August\September 1966, p.51. 

Gibbons, Tom. “James Cook’s Exhibition”, The Critic, No.1, January 1961. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Kathleen O’Connor: Artist in Exile” (Hutchings & Lewis), Westerly, 

Vol.33, No.2, June 1988, pp.159-61. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Lawrence Daws”, The Critic, Vol.1, No.9, July 1961. 

Gibbons, Tom. Letter to author, July 31, 1998, author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. Letter to author, February 1999, author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. Letter to author, July 2003. author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. Letter to author, December 29, 2004, author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. Letter to the editor, The Critic, Vol.3, No.4,1962. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Mask & Tragedy; Yeats & Nietzsche 1902-10” (Oppel) , Journal of the 

Australasian Universities Language and Literature Association, No.70, November 1988,  

pp.405-408. 



 - 391 -

Gibbons, Tom. “Miss Clifton”, The Critic, Vol.2, No.2, November 1961, p.2. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Modern English Poetry—from Hardy to Hughes: A Critical Survey” 

(Lucas),   Notes & Queries, n.s. Vol.35, No.1, March 1988, pp.125-126. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Modernism and Reactionary Politics”, Journal of Modern Literature, 

July 1974, pp.1140-1157. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Modernism in Poetry: the Debt to Arthur Symons”, British Journal of 

Aesthetics, Winter 1973, pp.47-60. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Morandi, etc.”, The Cambridge Review, No.87, 1965, pp.153-154. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Nietzsche in England: 1890-1914” (Thatcher), Review of English 

Studies, August 1973, pp.363-365. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Occultism in Avant-Garde Art: The Case of Joseph Beuys” (Moffitt),  

Modern Painters, Vol.2,  No.3 Autumn, 1989,  pp.119-121. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Painting and Sculpture”, The Critic, Vol.3, No.6, December 14, 1962, 

p.49. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Paradise Lost”, Vol.3, No.3, The Critic, October 5, 1962, pp.17-18. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Perth  Prize 1963”, The Critic, Vol.3, No.8, January 25 1963, p.65. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Perth Art Scene Way out West”, Art and Australia, Vol.13, No.4, 

April-June 1976, pp.336- 337. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Perth in the Forties and Fifties”, Art Monthly Australia, No.96, 

December 1996, pp.14-15. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Perth Prize 1963”, The Critic, Vol.3, No.8, January 25, 1963. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Perth Society of Artists”, The Critic, Vol.2, No.1, October 27, 1961, 

p.2 

Gibbons, Tom. “Peter Fuller” (with Professor D. Bradshaw), Art and Australia, Vol.28, 

No.2, Summer, 1990, p.211. 



 - 392 -

Gibbons, Tom. “Poetry, Painting and Ideas, 1885-1914” (Robinson), The Review of 

English Studies, Vol. XXXVIII, No.150, May 1987, pp.273-275. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Recent British Sculpture”, The Critic Vol.3, No.9 February 15, 1963, 

pp.73-74. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Recent Prize Exhibitions”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.6, July 1976, pp.11-12. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, Westerly, Vol.1. No’s 2-3, 

1962. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Some Architectural Writers of the Nineteenth Century” (Pevsner), 

British Journal of Aesthetics, Summer 1973, pp.304-305. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Speaking of Success”, Artist’s Chronicle Art in Western Australia, 

Issue No.81, October-November 2001. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Spookland” and the Occultation of the Occult”, revision of review, 

correspondence with author, September 2004. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Speech”, 1940s-‘50s Exhibition Forum, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 

University of Western Australia 1996, author’s collection (a revised version was 

published in Art Monthly, December 1996). 

Gibbons, Tom. “Structural Images of Degeneration and Decay”, (Chamberlin & 

Gilman:  Degeneration; Brant-linger: Bread & Circuses), University of Toronto 

Quarterly, Vol.56, No.2, Winter 1986-7, pp.372-375. 

Gibbons, Tom. The Critic, “Super Art”, Vol.4, No.5, August 9, 1963, p.37. 

Gibbons, Tom. The Critic “The Hearty and the Arty”, Vol.4, No.1, May 17, 1963, pp.6-

7. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Elder Brother: A Biography of C.W. Leadbeater” (Tillett),  

Westerly, Vol.28, No.1, March 1983, pp.87-89. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Exclusive Brethren”, The Critic, Vol.2, No.10, May 25, 1962, 

p.77.  



 - 393 -

Gibbons, Tom. “The New Hellenism: Havelock Ellis as a Literary Critic”, Renaissance 

and Modern Studies, 1973, pp.122-140. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Paradox of Gissing” (Grylls), Journal of the Australasian 

Universities Language and Literature Association, No.67, May 1987, pp.150-153. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Reverend Stewart Headlam and the Emblematic Dancer”, British 

Journal of Aesthetics, October 1965, pp.329-340. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Shape of Things to Come: Arthur Symons and the Futurists”, 

Journal of Modern Literature, September 1976, pp.515-521. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The Teaching of English Literature in Universities” (with F.P. Gibbon),  

College English, February 1964, pp.365-370. 

Gibbons, Tom. “‘The Waste Land’ in the Light of the ‘Cross-Correspondence’ Scripts 

of the Society for Psychical Research”,  Yeats Eliot Review,  Vol.13, No’s 1 and 2, 

Summer 1994, pp.7-16. 

Gibbons, Tom. “The ‘Waste Land’ Tarot Identified”, Journal of Modern Literature, 

November 1973, pp.560-565. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Theoria: Art and the Absence of Grace” (Fuller), Art and Australia, 

Vol.27, No.3 Autumn, 1990, pp.403-404.  

Gibbons, Tom.  “Too Many Cooks”, The Critic, Vol.1, No.1, January 11, 1961, p.1. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Tradition, Space—and a New Gallery”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.8, 

September 1976, p.24. 

Gibbons, Tom. “T.S. Eliot’s ‘Animula’: A Source For ‘Boudin’”, Notes And Queries 

Vol.31, No.1, March 1984, p.77. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Two Perth Painters”, Artlook, Vol.1, No.8, August 1975, p.13. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Untitled draft”, typed text with notation for the catalogue “David 

Foulkes-Taylor Years 1982”. An invitation exhibition catalogue was published, artist’s 

archive. 



 - 394 -

Gibbons, Tom. “Untitled”, The Critic, Vol.3, No8, 1963, p.65. 

Gibbons, Tom.  “Untitled review (Philpot)”, The Critic, Vol.6, No.4, June 25, 1965. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Viewpoint 1965, etc.”, The Cambridge Review, No.87, 1965, p.84. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Vintage Year”, The Critic, Vol.2, No.5, January 26, 1962, pp.34-35. 

Gibbons, Tom. Vorticism and Gnosticism, Jillian Bradshaw Memorial Lecture1989, 

Curtin University of Technology, Perth, 1990. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Vorticism, Magic, and the Millennium”, Modern Painters, Vol.3, No.4, 

Winter 1990-91, pp.105-107. 

Gibbons, Tom. “W.B. Yeats’s ‘Among School-Children’ A Cabalistic Interpretation of 

the ‘Great-Rooted Blossomer’”, Cauda Pavonis, Fall 1986, p.8. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Writers in Public”, Westerly, No.1, 1961, pp.36-41. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Yeats, Joyce and Eliot, and the Contemporary Revival of Cyclical 

Theories of History”,  Journal of the Australasian Universities Language and Literature 

Association, No.69, May 1988, pp.151-163.  

Gilchrist, Maureen.  “The Wheel and Spheres of Things”, The Age, June 11, 1975. 

Gleeson, James. “What is Surrealism?”, Art in Australia, 3rd Series, No.81, November 

25, 1940. 

Goddard, Julian. "Following the paper trail in Freo", The Fremantle Herald , March 22, 

1990. 

Goddard, Julian. “Notes Towards a Western Australian Art History”, Praxis M, No.5, 

Winter issue 1984, pp.14-15.  

Gooding, Janda. Sir Claude Hotchin Art Bequests, NETS W.A., 1992. 

Greenberg, Clement. "Avant-garde Attitudes: New Art in the Sixties", Studio 

International, April 1970, pp.142-145. 



 - 395 -

Hamilton, Charles. “Advice to Those in Doubt”, The West Australian, September 8, 

p.5., undated Mabel Voudouris archive. 

Hamilton, Charles. “Italian Art of the Twentieth Century”, The West Australian, March 

28, 1956, p.12. 

Hansen, L. “Student Art – Is It Worthwhile”, The Black Swan, August 1949, pp.15-16. 

Harper-Nelson, John. “W.A. Arts Council Abdicates?” Artlook, Vol.2, No.2, March 

1976, p.5. 

Harpley, Melissa. “Revealing Arthur Russell”, FAR, May 1991, pp.12-13. 

Harpur, Royston. Colour & Structure Recent British and Australian Paintings, The 

Power Institute of Fine Arts, University of Sydney, 1970. 

Harris, M. “Kate O’Connor”, Art and Australia, Vol.3, No.4, March 1966, pp.266-272. 

Hermes (Rees, Leslie) “A Notable Oil Painting: ‘The Foundation of Perth’”, The West 

Australian, February 12, 1929. 

Hermes (Rees, Leslie) “A.B. Webb”, The Black Swan, Vol.13, No.3, October 1929, 

pp.10-13. 

Hermes (Rees, Leslie), “Art and the University”, The Black Swan, Vol.12, No.3. 

November 1928. 

Hetherington, John. “Ernest Philpot: Lottery Win Helped to Open the gate”, The Age 

November 10, 1962, p.18. 

Heymans, Rie.  “The Cultural development Council Report on Craft “, Artlook, Vol.3 

No.8, 1977, p.13. 

Hirst, Desiree. “On The Aesthetics of Prophetic Art”, The British Journal of Aesthetics 

Vol.4, No.3, July 1964, pp.248-252. 

Hodin, J.P. “The Spirit of Modern Art”, The British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.1, No.3 

June 1961, pp.174-184. 

Hook, Richard. “Be Realistic”, Artlook, Vol.2, No. 4, May 1976, p.11. 



 - 396 -

Humphries, Kim. “Praxis”, Artlook, Vol.3, No.6, 1977, p.17. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Art Elwyn Lynn: Esso Student Awards”, The Critic, Vol.7, No.9 

1967, pp.73-74. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Australian school George Voudouris – Skinner Galleries, The 

Critic, Vol.3, No.12, April 1963, p.105. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Autumn Exhibition” The Critic, Vol.1, No.7, May 1961. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Baynard Werner – in the Triangle“, The Critic, Vol.5, No.2, March 

1964. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Boan Landscape Prize” The Critic, Vol.1, No.7, May 1961. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Boissevain and Gibbons”, The Critic, Vol.4, No.10, November 

1963, p.71. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Eclectically Cooled”, The Critic, Vol.6, No.2, April 1965, p.14. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “For Art’s Sake”, The Critic, Vol.6, No.4, June 1965. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Games Art Prize”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 5, November 1962. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “George Haynes”, The Critic, Vol.8, No.3, 1967, p.30. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Miriam Stannage Exhibition”, The Critic, Vol.10, No.3, October 

1969, pp.28-29. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Passmore, Lunghi and Dickerson”, The Critic, Vol.1, No.4, March 

1961, pp.24-25. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Seven Perth Artists”, The Critic, Vol.7, No.10, 1967, pp.80-81.  

Hutchings, Patrick. “The Art Collectors 13 The Rose Skinner Collection”, Art and 

Australia, Vol. 12, No. 2, Spring 1974, pp.142 –151. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “The Durack Show, Illustration and Expression, W.A. Art Gallery”, 

The Critic, Vol.5, No.13, February 1965, pp.110-111. 



 - 397 -

Hutchings, Patrick. “The Perth Group”, The Critic, Vol.1, No.11, 1961, p.64. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “The Visual Arts”, The Critic, Vol.9 No.6, December 1968, p.63. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Tom Gibbons: Painting Now”, Introductory Essay for McNamara, 

Phillip. Time+Machine, The O.K. Image Factory with the Lawrence Wilson Art 

Gallery, 1998, pp.1-6. 

Hutchings, Patrick. “Vamps, Clowns and Hoodlums A Review of Tom Gibbon’s 

Paintings”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.4, May 1976, p.3. 

Hutchings, Patrick. Art Review, The Critic, Vol.7, No. 0, 1967, pp.80-81. 

Hutchings, Patrick. Art Review The Critic, Vol.5, No.12, 1965, p.102. 

Hutchings, Patrick.  “The Perth Group Biographical Notes”, Westerly, Vol.1, No.11, 

1962. 

Hutchison, D.E. “Reflection On Leps”, The Black Swan, August 1949, pp.17-20. 

Jones, Adrian. “Arx ‘87 –Co-ordinator’s Report”, Praxis M, No.18, Arx Post-Event 

Issue, 1987, pp.58-59. 

Jones, Tony. “Structural Changes for T.A.F.E.?” Praxis M, No.6, Spring 1984, p.30. 

Juniper, Robert. “The Poster Art of Philippa Henderson”, Westerly, October 1964. 

Kennedy, Peter. “Retrospective of Theatre in W.A.”, Artlook, Vol.3, No.’s 11/12, 

Christmas 1977, pp.3 –4. 

King, A. “Surrealism Mostly for the Bourgeois”, The Black Swan, April 1937, pp.5-9. 

King, Catherine.  “Mr Perth’s Diary”, Sunday Times, March 20, 1960, p. 16. 

Knowles, Lee. “Tom Gibbons A ‘Pop’ Painter”, Horizon 79, Vol.3, No.1, April 1979. 

Krausmann, Rudi (editor). “Survey of Ethnic Visual Arts in Australia”, Aspect 

No.29/30, Autumn 1984. 



 - 398 -

Langbauer, Laurie. “Cultural Studies & the Politics of the Everyday”, Diacritics, Spring 

1992, pp.47-65. 

Lewis, Christine. “Tom Gibbons: Manipulator of Images”, Art Monthly, No.113, 

September 1998. 

Lewis, Julie.  “Bridget Riley”, Artlook, Vol.5, No.11, November 1979, p.7. 

Linton, James W.R. “The Fine and Applied Arts in Western Australia”, The Western 

Mail, July 23, 1904. 

Lucas, R.S. “Autonomous Art and Art History”, British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.1, 

1960-61. 

Lucraft, H.S. “Photography the Van Raalte Club, Arts W.A., Vol.1, No.3, October 

1948. 

Luke, Margot. “A Time Capsule of the 1960s”, Fremantle Arts Review, Vol.1, No.11, 

November 1986, p.6. 

Lunghi, J. Autobiographical comment. Lunghi file, Art Gallery of Western Australia. 

Lyn. “The Venus de Milo in the Fine Arts Room”, The Black Swan, Vol.13, No.3, 

October 1929, p.12. 

Lynn, Elwyn. “”Together –finest of Fairweather”, The Australian, July 24, 1965. 

MacKinnon, G.C. “Making a Cultural and Social Impact”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.3, April 

1976 pp.21-22. 

Macleod, J. “The painted Play”, The Black Swan, No.3 October 13, 1929, pp.36-37. 

Manners, E. Art W.A., Vol.1, No.1, July 1948. 

Manners, E. Art W.A., Vol.1, No.3, 1948. 

Manners, E. Art W.A., Vol.1, No.4, November, 1948. 

Marcon, Marco (editor). “Traditions and Narratives”, Praxis M, No.18, Arx ‘87 Post-

Event Issue, 1987. 



 - 399 -

Margolis, Joseph. “Art as Language”, The Monist, No.58, 1974. 

Mason, I.M. “Albert Tucker: Recent Paintings Skinner Galleries”, The Critic, Vol.5, 

No.7, 1964, pp.60-61. 

Mason, I.M. “The Autumn Exhibition of The Perth Society of Artists”, The Critic, 

Vol.5 No.? July 7, 1964. 

Mason, Murray. “Drawings add pleasing note to art range”, The West Australian, May 

11,1970. 

Mason, Murray. “Two Aspects of Scale”, The West Australian, July 5, 1979. 

Mayman, T(editor) “Gavin Casey’s World”, Artlook, Vol 2, No.11, December 1976, 

pp.19-21. 

McCaughey, Patrick. “Notes on the Centre: New York”, Quadrant, August, 1970, 

pp.76-80. 

McCaughey, Patrick. Australian Abstract Art, Oxford Uni. Press, 1969. 

McCaughey, Patrick. Vision and Experience In The Australian Landscape, The 

Christensen Fund, 1987. 

McDiven, Bryant. “Genesis of A Collection”, Artwords, No.2, 1992, unpaginated. 

McGillick, Paul. “Contemporary Art Society”, The Critic, Vol.9, No.9, March 1969, 

p.94. 

McGillick, Paul. E. “Variations on an Avant Garde Theme”, The Critic, Vol.10, No.5, 

February 1970, pp.53-54. 

McGillick, Paul. “Untitled”, The Critic, Vol.10, No.1, 1969.  

McGuire, Ann. “The Truth Isn’t Out There: Strategies for Teaching a New Language 

Paradigm”, Interpretations, English Teachers Association of Western Australia, Vol. 37 

2004, pp.7-14. 

McKay, Brian. “W.A. Artists Association”, West Art Workers Union Newsletter, No.4. 

pp.2-4. 



 - 400 -

McNamara , Phillip. “Tom Gibbons: The Spiritual in Pop Art”, Art and Australia, Vol. 

36, No. 2, pp.228-235. 

McNamara, Phillip. “Beilby realism”, The Fremantle Herald, March 1991. 

Mendelssohn, Joanna.” The Yellow House: A Brief History”, Art and Australia, Vol.27, 

No. 4, Winter, 1990, pp.568-575.  

Miller, Nikki. “Playground for arts in urban wasteland”, The West Australian, May 4, 

1995. 

Minc, Salek. “About Turn for Modern Art”, The Critic, Vol.3, No.10, March 1963, pp. 

86-87. 

Minc, Salek. “Variety at The Triangle”, The Critic, Vol.4, No.9, 1963, p 68. 

Minc, Salek. “Welcome Variety”, The Critic, Vol.4, No.10, November 1963. 

Moffatt, Ken and Irving, Allan. “Living for the Brethren: Idealism, Social Work’s Lost 

Enlightenment Strain,” British Journal of Social Work, No.32, 2002, pp.415-427. 

Moffit, John F. “Hermeticism in Modern Art: An Introduction” Cauda Pavonis, The 

Hermetic text Society Newsletter, Vol.6, No.1, Spring 1987. 

Molloy, Tony.  “Photography”, Artlook, Vol.6, No.6, June 1980, p.20. 

Morison, George Pitt. “Modern Works of Art An Unusual Exhibition”, The West 

Australian, August 14, 1944. 

Murdoch, “On Certain texts”, The Black Swan, Vol.13, No.3, October 1929, p.11. 

Newton, Eric. “Art as Communication”, British Journal of Aesthetics,Vol.1,1960-61. 

Niagra Galleries.  McClintock Retrospective, Niagra Lane Galleries, 1980. unpaginated, 

author not given. 

Nodrum, Charles. “Fairweather collectors”, Australia Art Monthly,  No.74, 1994, pp.11-

14. 

Notice, “Art Exhibition”, Artlook, Vol.2, No.4, May 1976, p. 21. 



 - 401 -

Oldham, John and Ray. “The 1930s influence”, Fremantle Art Review, Vol.2, No.2 

February 1987, pp.18-19. 

Osborne, Harold. “The Quality of Feeling in Art”, British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol. 3, 

1963. 

Paroissien, Leon. “Art and Asia Pacific An Australian Introduction”, Art and Asia 

Pacific, Vol.1, No.1, March 1993, pp.14-16. 

Patankas. R.B. “What does Croce Mean by ‘Expression’”, British Journal of Aesthetics, 

Vol.2, 1962. 

Pearce, B. “Guy Grey-Smith: Painter in Isolation”, Art and Australia, Vol.15, No.1, 

September 1977, pp.62-69. 

Petterson, S. Review, “The Art We Deserve?”, The Critic, Vol.1, No.11, August 1961, 

p.64. 

Philpot, Ernest. “Art In Australia”, Letters to the editor, the West Australian, April 14, 

1945. 

Philpot, Ernest. “Painting a City. Is there a Vermeer of Perth?” The West Australian, 

July 20, 1946. 

Philpot, Ernest. “Worth a Visit”, Sunday Times, April 7, 1963. 

Philpot, Ernest. autobiographical remarks, Art Gallery of Western Australia Philpot file. 

Philpot, Ernest. Letters, The Critic, Vol.3. No.4, October 1962, p.31. 

Pow, Glynis. “Literature Matters”, Interpretations, Vol. 37, 2004, pp.29-34. 

Prince, Don. “Praxis”, Artlook, Vol.4, No.2, March 1978, p.10. 

Prott, Julie. Review Sunday Times, September 2, 1984. 

Rainbird, Stephen.  “Kenneth Macqueen”, Art and Australia, Vol.19, No.4 1982, 

pp.422-427. 



 - 402 -

Richards, Duncan. “The Spanish Scene: Some 30’s Houses of Marshall Clifton (1903-

1975), The Architect, Vol. 28, No. 3, 1988, pp.16-20. 

Ringbom, Sixten. “Art in the “Epoch of the Great Spiritual”, Journal of the Warburg 

and Courtauld Institutes, Vol.29, 1966, pp.386-418. 

Russell, Keith. “Art: Ken Reinhard – Fine Arts Gallery”, Artlook. Vol.4, No.5, June 

1978 p.10. 

Sanders, Noel. “Notes on Photoportraiture” in Photo-Discourse: Critical Thought & 

Practice in Photography, Sydney College of the Arts, 1981, pp.116-121. 

Saw, Andrew. “Art: Beilby and Wadrop Fremantle Art Centre”, Artlook, Vol.4, No.5 

June 1978, p.9. 

Saw, Ruth. “Sense and Nonsense in Aesthetics”, British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.1 

1960-61. 

Schaper, Eva. “Significant Form”, British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.1, 1960-61. 

Schaper, Eva. “The Art Symbol”, The British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.4, No.3, 1964, 

pp.238-239. 

Seddon, George. “Cuddlepie and other Surrogates”, Westerly, No.2, June 1988, p.151. 

Sharkey, Christine. “Ernest review of Retrospective Exhibition”, Praxis M, No.21, 

1989, pp.35-37. 

Shaw, Geoff. “Brian Taylor”, The Critic, Vol.10, No.4, November 1969, p.41. 

Shaw, Geoff. “Trends In The Power Bequest Exhibition”, The Critic, February, Vol.10, 

No.6, 1970, p.59.   

Shoesmith, Brian. ”Introducing Culture in W.A.”, Praxis M, No. 6, Spring 1984, p.31. 

Smith, Bernard. “Art and Industry: a Systematic Approach”, source unrecorded. 

Smith, Bernard. “Modernism and post-Modernism: A Neo-colonial viewpoint”, 

working papers in Australian Studies No. 81, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, 

University Of  London, 1992.  



 - 403 -

Smith, Bernard. “Modernism: That is to say, Geniusism”, Modern Painters, Vol.3, No.2 

Summer 1990, pp.56-59. 

Smith, Bernard. “The Modern Frontier”, Westerly, No.3, 1959, pp.15-17. 

Smith, Bernard. Letter to Tom Gibbons, July 29, 1999, authors archive. 

Smith, Frederick. “Painting A Prophet Without, Exhibition Ernest Philpot, Skinner 

Galleries – from July 31”, The Critic, Vol.3, No.1, August 1962, p.6. 

Smith, Terry. “The most Australian of our critics,” The Age Monthly Review, No.5, 

Feb. 1986, p.16. 

Smith, Terry. “The Provincial Problem”, Artforum, Vol.13, Sept.1974, p.54. 

Smith, Terry. “Writing the history of Australian art: its past, present and possible 

future”, Australian Journal of Art, No.3, 1983, pp.10-29. 

Snell, Ted. “Praxis – at W.A.I.T.”, Artlook, Vol.3, No.7, 1977, p.15. 

Snell, Ted.  “The Cinderella State”, Praxis M, No.28, 1991, pp.26-27. 

Snell, Ted. “Tom Gibbons”, unpublished article for Vogue Magazine, 1995, author’s 

archive. 

Snell, Ted. Unpublished artist profile on Tom Gibbons, author’s archive. 

Starkey, C (Christine Sharkey).  Ernest Philpot review of Retrospective Exhibition, 

Praxis M, No.2, 1989, pp.35-36. 

Stephenson, R. "Space, Time and Montage," British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol. 2, 1962. 

Story, Holly. “Are we still the city of artists?” Fremantle Herald Dec. 21, 1989. 

Story, Holly. “Going Public”, FAR December/January 1996, pp.4-6. 

Tatarkiewicz, Wladyslaw. “Abstract Art and Philosophy”, British Journal of Aesthetics, 

Vol. 2, 1962. 



 - 404 -

Thomas, Laurie. “Perth artists paints mural for the bank”, Sunday Times, January 30, 

1955, p.38. 

Thomas, Tony. “The Dilemma of Criticism”, The Critic, Vol.4, No.3, June 1963. 

Tuchman, Maurice. The Spiritual In Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, catalogue of 

lecture, The Christensen Fund Western Australia, 1988. 

Uren, N.A.  “Films. A Medium for Art Expression”, Art W.A., Vol.1, No.8, March 

1949, p.137. 

Ushenko, A.P. “Pictorial; Movement” British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol. 1, 1960-61. 

Vallis, Val. “Artist and Environment: An Australian Study”, British Journal of 

Aesthetics, Vol. 2, 1962. 

van Raalte, S. “The Birth of a Project”, Gregsons Art Division Quarterly Journal, 

Summer 1991, pp.8-9 

Vizents, Alan. “Autonomy for the Visual Arts in WA”, editorial Praxis M, No. 9, 

Winter 1985, pp.4 - 5. 

Vizents, Alan. “Perceptual identity”, Praxis M, No. 5, Winter 1984, p.21. 

Walker, David. “Craft”, Artlook, Vol.3, No.11/12, 1977 p.10. 

Weller, Helen (editor). “Bodan Ledwij”, Artlook, Vol.3, No.1, February 1977, p.10. 

Weller, Helen. “A Crisis In Art”, Artlook, Vol.4, No.2,  March 1978, p.26. 

Weller, Helen. “Collect Yourself, Please.” Artlook, Vol.1, No.10, October 1975, p.16. 

 

INTERVIEWS AND NOTES FROM AUDIO SOURCES 

Baxter, Cedric. Phone conversation followed by interview with author at artist’s 

Kalamunda address, July 2003. 

Baxter, Cedric. Phone conversation with author July 29, 2003. 



 - 405 -

Beilby, Marcus. Interview with author at the artist’s house, East Fremantle, February 

1991. 

Bromfield, David. Conversation with author, University of Western Australia 1995. 

Camporaele, Maria. Discussions with author at Warnbro Community High School, June 

2004. 

Collett, Arthur. Interviews with author at the artist’s house, Lesmurdie 1999-2000.  

Crow, Jenny. Discussions with author at  Northlake Senior Campus 1994.  

Dalla-Costa, Jeanette. Conversation with author Northlake High School 1994. 

De Berg, Hazel.  Australian Broadcasting Corporation interview with Roger Kemp,  

August 23, 1975, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne archive. 

De Berg, Hazel. Interview with Robert Juniper, May 29, 1965, National Library of 

Australia, December 1977, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne archive. 

Duerden, George. Interview’s with author at Cliff Jones House, Cottesloe 1982-84. 

Duerden, George. Interview’s with author at various hotels and the artist’s home: Perth, 

Northam and North Perth1982-1986. 

Gibbons, Tom. The Spiritual in Art: A Discussion with Maurice Tuchman (Senior 

Curator in 20th-Century Art, Los Angeles County Museum), Perth: Christensen 

Foundation, video-cassette, December 1987.  

Gibbons, Tom. Interviews with author at the artist’s house Joondana between 1994 and 

2005 (the core interviews were during April 1997; some additional interviews listed 

below). The approach was chronological, firstly biographical, followed by enquiry 

about the artist’s main exhibitions and then elaboration of details. The artist’s main 

exhibitions are listed below: 

1957:  Perth Group, Skinner Galleries;                                                                             

1958:  Perth Group, Skinner Galleries;                                                                                                  

1963:  Triangle Gallery, Perth;                                                                                           

1967:  U.W.A. Undercroft Gallery: Festival of Perth Exhibition;                                             



 - 406 -

1973:  Desborough Galleries, Perth;                                                                              

1973:  Blake Prize Exhibition: Sydney;                                                                         

1974:  Art Gallery of Western Australia: “West Australian Artists”;                                         

1976:  WAIT: “Woman & Art”;                                                                                               

1976:  Undercroft Gallery, U.W.A.: “Vamps, Clowns & Hoodlums”;                                        

1977:  Fine Arts Gallery, Perth;                                                                                         

1977:  Collectors’ Gallery, Perth;                                                                                      

1978:  Collectors’ Gallery, Perth;                                                                                  

1978:  U.W.A.. Undercroft Gallery:” Praxis Small- Scale Exhibition”;                                       

1981:  Galerie Düsseldorf: “Forty Still-Lives”;                                                                    

1982:  Quentin Gallery, Perth: W.A. Printmakers’ “Xerox Show”;                                           

1982:  Galerie Düsseldorf:  “The Foulkes Taylor Years”;                                                   

1983: U.W.A. Undercroft Gallery: “Random Landscapes”;                                                 

1984:   Fremantle Art Gallery: W.A. Printmakers’ “6 X 6 Exhibition”;                            

1984:   Galerie Düsseldorf: “Prints & Pastels”;                                                                     

1985:   Fremantle Arts Centre: “Fremantle Glimpses”;                                                            

1985:   W.A. Arts Council Touring Exhibition: “Landscapes in Pastel”;                                 

1985:   Claremont School of Art: W.A. Print-makers’ Association;                                    

1988:   Glyde Gallery: W.A. Printmakers” Association;                                                        

1991:   Fremantle Arts Foundation: “Printessentials Exhibition”;                                        

1991:   Fremantle Arts Centre: “The Esperance Suite”;                                                   

1992:   Artplace, Claremont:  “Homage to Duccio”;                                                             

1996:   Claremont School of Art: “Artists” Choice” Exhibition;                                      

1996:   Goddard de Fiddes Gallery, Perth: “Fun & Games” series (with Miriam 

Stannage);                                                                                                                           

1998: U.W.A. Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery: Time+Machine Retrospective;                                   

1998: Artplace: “Never A Dull Moment”;                                                                              

2001: The Church Gallery:  ‘Art & Alchemy”;                                                                        

2003: The Church Gallery: “Australiana” (Flags, Lunch-Bar and Wave Variations). 

Gibbons, Tom. (with McKay, Brian and Juniper, Robert) “The Perth Group”, public talk 

at the Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery to accompany the exhibition “1940s-‘50s”, August 

9, 1996, author’s notes.  

Gibbons, Tom. Artist talk, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, University of Western 

Australia, August 10, 1996. 



 - 407 -

Gibbons, Tom. “Pop Art: The Importance of Not Being Earnest”; notes to his talk for 

Swingtime Symposium, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, August 24, 1997. 

Gibbons, Tom. Law Court commission unveiling, speech script, February 1999, 

author’s collection. 

Gibbons, Tom. Interviews with author at the artist’s Joondanna house, March, 2003. 

Gibbons, Tom. Phone conversation with author, May 4, 2003. 

Gibbons, Tom. Interview with the author at the artist’s house Joondanna, June 16, 2003. 

Gibbons, Tom. Conversation with author at the artist’s house Joondanna, October 8, 

2003.  

Gibbons, Tom. Phone interview with author, June 22, 2004. 

Gibbons, Tom. Phone call clarification with author, April 12, 2005. 

Gibbons, Tom. Phone conversation with author, August 5th 2005. 

Goddard, Julian. Interview with author, Curtin University Art Department, December 

1989. 

Gray, Anna. Introductory speech for Patrick Hutchins’s opening of Gibbons 

retrospective Time + Machine at Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, September 18th 1998. 

Gumina, Nunsio. Interview with author, Old Papa’s Café, Fremantle 2001. 

Heyman, Rie. Interview with author by phone, 1992. 

Hutchings, Patrick. Conversation at Gibbons’s retrospective opening, Lawrence Wilson 

Art Gallery, September 18, 1998. 

Irvine, Doug. Interview with author at the artists home, August 1992. 

Jones, Cliff. Interview’s with author at the artists house, Claremont, 1988-98. 

Jones, Cliff. Interview’s with author at the artists studio, Old Customs House, 1990-95.  

Jones, Cliff.  Interview’s with author at the artists house, Cottesloe l986, 87-88. 



 - 408 -

Douglas-Klotz, Neil. Conversation with author at U.W.A. lecture, May 2006. 

Kos, Jane. Interview with author at the artist’s house, Nedlands, August 30th l992. 

Marston, Max and Lorna. Interview with author at their farm, Harvey, September 1991. 

McNamara, Beverley. Interview’s with author, East Vic Park, 1997. 

McNamara, Jackson. Interviews with author, Leederville, 1982-1985, 1989-96. 

McNamara, Lorna. Interview’s with author, Leederville 1982-1985. 

Moore, Dennis. Conversation with author at his bookshop Mainly Books, 201 Bulwer 

Street Perth, January 2002. 

Simkova, Dasha. Interview with author, Midland, June 13, 1992.  

Smith, Bernard. Discussion with author at the historians Melbourne house, November, 

1998. 

Snell, T. (editor) Interview with author at the artist’s Fremantle house, May 21, 1994. 

Stannage, Miriam. Interview with author at the artists house, June 20, 1992. 

 

THESIS AND DISSERTATIONS 

Archer, A.J.  The Time of Dark Swirling in Flatland” – The Emergence of a New 

Generation of Perth artists: 1980-1993, Master of Arts, Department of Architecture and 

Fine Art, University of Western Australia, 1996. 

Bridgeman, Raymond. A. Eduardo Paolozzi and the Aesthetics of the Commodity, 

Honours Dissertation, Department of Architecture and Fine Art, University of Western 

Australia, 1994. 

Cameron, G. Printmaking in Western Australia 1910-1940, Master of Arts, Department 

of Architecture and Fine Art, University of Western Australia, 1997. 



 - 409 -

English, A. Jenny Watson 1972-1991 Honours Dissertation, Department of Architecture 

and Fine Art, University of Western Australia, 1995. 

Gibbons, Tom. Wyndham Lewis and “The Childermass” Thesis Presented for the 

Master of Arts Degree, Department of Humanities, University of Western Australia, 

1957. 

Gooding, Janda.   West Australian Art 1911-1939: the perpetration of a conservative 

style  B.A Honours, School of Social Enquiry, Murdoch University, Western Australia, 

1985.  

Harrison, Sylvia., Pop Australian Style – Pop Art in Australia during the 1960”s, M.A. 

Thesis, School of Humanities, La Trobe University, Bundoora, 1987. 

Lake, M.P. “The painter’s vision and perceiving objects: the Art of Howard Hamilton 

Taylor”, Honours Dissertation, Department of Architecture and Fine Art, University of 

Western Australia, 1998. 

McDonald, Clarke, Helen. The artist’s intention: Studies in art historical methodology, 

Ph.D. School of Art History, La Trobe University, Bundoora , 1987. 

McDonald, M. the High Street Studio realists and their origins: 1973-1980 Honours 

Degree, Department of Architecture and Fine Art, University of Western Australia. 

McNamara, Phillip. George Duerden 1926-1986, Master of Fine Arts Preliminary, 

University of Western Australia, 1992. 

McNamara, Phillip. The Fremantle group – Abstract art and its reception in Western 

Australia from 1985 until 1994, Master of Fine Arts, University of Western Australia, 

1996.  

Mendham, Dawn. The Religious Sources of Modern Australian Painting. M.A. Thesis 

School of Humanities Art History, La Trobe University, Bundoora , 1991. 

Montana, A. “Witworks: wit against formalism in the art of Aleksander Danko 1970-

1975, Master of Fine Arts Preliminary, Department of Architecture and Fine Art, 

University of Western Australia, 1994.  



 - 410 -

Pendersen, W. Can one art teacher make a difference? Can one art school make a 

difference? A study of Henry Froudist’s teaching and the second attempt to include an 

art school within the University of W.A. prior to 1970, Honours Dissertation, 

Department of Architecture and Fine Art, University of Western Australia, 1998. 

Sharkey, Christine. An Investigation of the Conditions of Practice and their Influence 

Upon Style: the Paintings of Robert Juniper 1950-70, Vol. 1 and Vol. 2, Ph. D. Thesis, 

Department of History, University of Western Australia, 1996. 

Taylor, Robyn. An Investigation into the Nature of Modernism and Modernity during 

the 1930”s in Perth, Western Australia, Through the Study of Specific Buildings and 

Related Art and Design Forms, PhD. Thesis, Department of Architecture and Fine Art, 

University of Western Australia, 1993. 

Wookey, Ann, The life and work of Godfrey Clive Miller, 1899-1964, School of Art 

History, La Trobe University, Bundoora, 1994. 

WEB DOMAINS 

Anon. “Belief”, www.believe.net, November 2005. 

Edwords, Frederick. “What is Humanism”, www.jcn/humanism.html, September 2005. 

Gibbons, Tom. “Foreword, 2002,” Rooms in the Darwin Hotel, Digital Edition, 

http://www.modjourn.brown.edu/mjp/DarwinHotel/ForewordRIDH.htm. 

Grenz and Olsen. “Theology”, www.theology(GrenzandOlsen).net  March 2005.  

Volf, Miroslav Dr. “God Freedom and Grace”, www.georgefox.edu/academics, 

November 2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.believe.net/
http://www.jcn/humanism.html
http://www.georgefox.edu/academics


 - 411 -

21. Appendix – Notes towards an Expansion on Factors Contributing to local 

Sensibilities on Modernism in the Perth Art Scene 

The provision of an extensive appendix was suggested by my supervisor Ian McLean 

who indicated that much of my research in trying to establish the 1930-1960 context for 

Gibbons’s reception had resulted in original material that should be on public record 

and available for further researchers. In many ways this material suggests further areas 

for research, particularly in the area of the 1950s art scene. This context was where I 

started my research on Gibbons (based on, and an extension of material from my earlier 

research on George Duerden) as I wanted to show that the local 1930s-1950s art scene 

wasn’t as isolated and inactive as previously assumed. I had drafted over 100,000 words 

before I realized it could be a separate thesis. Indeed it consisted of 21 sections. Many 

of my early sections repeated research by Janda Gooding and David Bromfield, but the 

last sections challenged or added extra information to some of their arguments and 

assumptions. It is some of this which I present here, although much of the surrounding 

argument, due to size restrictions has been removed. As even a reduced version of 

60,000 words has had to be whittled further sections on the role of the University of 

Western Australia, The Workers Guild, Harald Vike and Herbet McClintock, the role of 

women in the development of local art practice, and a discussion of Elise Blumann have 

been removed. The sections which remained have also been reduced. Although depleted 

I consider what is provided to be of use to future researchers. 
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1. Introduction, page 412. 

2. European Origins, page 432. 

3. Modernism, page 437. 

4. The Beginnings of a West Australian art practice, page 439. 

5. The Central Importance of Clubs and Private Networks to the Development of 

Sensibilities, page 443. 

6. The Importance of Patronage to the Local Development of Modernism, page 

464. 

7. Clem Ambler and George Voudouris - Acceptance and Debates About Style, 

page 471. 

8.  A Question of Style - the Abstraction Debate via the work of John Lunghi and 

Ernest Philpot, page 507. 

 

1. Introduction 

West Australian art history is neglected because it has not been written into broader 

histories or a standard text. It has been written and discussed during the process of 

production, however this dialogue, occurring in ephemeral publications and mediums, 

has been lost to the next generation. It is a problem of memory acknowledged by David 

Bromfield in the establishment of the Centre for Fine Arts at the University of W.A. in 

1983 - “The history of West Australian art and visual culture has yet to be written. 

Hopefully the Centre will make a contribution to this… The aim of the project is to 

locate the development of Visual culture in Western Australia within the history of the 

State as a whole and its general social and cultural development.”794  And Julian 

Goddard agreed, writing in 1984 that:  “The lack of an historical location for Western 

Australian art practice is possibly the major factor contributing to problems of identity 

for local artists. Western Australia is without an articulated history. That is, there has 

never been any real attempt to construct a history of Western Australian art. The lack of 

such means that local artists are not aware of their ‘historical tradition’ and their work 

thus lacks a ‘cultural’ context.”795  

 

                                                 
794 Bromfield, David. “The Centre for Fine Arts at the University of Western Australia”, 

Praxis M, No.2, 1983, pp.11-13. 
795 Goddard, Julian. “Notes towards a Western Australia art history, Praxis M, No.5, 

p.14. 
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The development of a local Modernist sensibility in Perth requires discussing and 

recording as to date Australian art writers and historians have tended to ignore it. 

Perhaps West Australian art history has tended to be silenced because of the location 

and resulting subject selection of the writers who have written this history.  

 

For example from the information presented in my dissertation it could be argued that 

Gibbons’s art should have been included in  Rosemary Crumlin’s Images of Religion in 

Australian Art or Arthur McIntyre’s Contemporary Australian Collage and Its Origins, 

it wasn’t. Similarly (the reasons presented later), although A.B. Webb, Harold Vike or 

Herbert McClintock could have been appropriately included, no West Australian artists 

were included in the 1943 Australian Present Day Art edited by Sydney Ure Smith. The 

1962 first edition of the seminal Australian Painting by Bernard Smith included only 

Robert Juniper, while Juniper, Guy Grey-Smith and George Haynes landscape paintings 

were commented on in the second revised edition (1971) as capturing “something of 

that lyrical involvement in landscape which once inspired the best paintings of the 

Heidelberg School.” He added that such painting “though not avant-garde, has achieved 

a living relationship which often induces better work than the pursuit of fashion.” In the 

second edition Kathleen O’Connor, Elise Blumann and Howard Taylor were not 

included, nor were West Australian artists that could have been considered 1960s avant-

garde, such as the abstractions of Arthur Russell, John M. Johnson, Craig Gough, and 

Tom Gibbons. The only avant-garde West Australian included was Miriam Stannage; an 

artist whose colour-field painting Bernard Smith had awarded first prize to in the 1970 

Albany art Prize.796 The use of colour by these artists as a constructive element - the 

structural placement of colour values, vibrancy and spatial implications - would have 

also suited inclusion in The Field (1968) or similar exhibitions such as Colour & 

Structure Recent British and Australian Paintings (1970), but they were not.797 Nor 

 
796 For comment on Stannage see Frangos, Seva., and Moore, Margaret. Miriam 

Stannage Perception 1969-1989, A.G.W.A., 1989: “He had never heard of this artist 

before awarding this prize.” “His decision caused community outrage including Claude 

Hotchin (see later in this thesis).” p.10. Gibbons left his first wife and then lived with 

Miriam in 1975. They married in 1980. 
797 See McCaughey, Patrick. The Field, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 1968. 

and Harpur, Royston. Colour & Structure Recent British and Australian Paintings, The 

Power Institute of Fine Arts, University of Sydney, 1970. 
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were any of them, or the earlier abstracts of Ernest Philpot (see later in this thesis), 

included in Patrick McCaughey’s Australian Abstract Art of 1969.798  

 

It is the Eastern states based artists, many now regarded as Australia’s pre-eminent 

Modernists, yet most of them are less than a decade - and some only a few years - into 

their careers,799 who were first publicized in the early 1960s in books purporting to be 

National overviews or surveys; such as Australian Painting Colonial Impressionist 

Contemporary (with commentaries by Clive Turnbull, Elizabeth Young, and Daniel 

Thomas, The Griffin Press 1962); New Painting 1952-62 (edited by John Reed, 

Longmans 1963), and; Australian Painting Today (by John Douglas Pringle, Thames 

and Hudson 1963). The latter two included only one West Australian, Robert Juniper. 

Certainly Philpot, Gibbons, McKay or Guy Grey-Smith would have suited. It can be 

assumed that Reed, having written a catalogue comment and received from Skinner 

Galleries an exhibition of fourteen West Australian artists in 1963, had by 1962 the 

contact to consider and include more than Juniper; indeed in his comment he ponders 

the exclusion of Guy Grey-Smith’s work.800

 

To drive my point home, by the 1970s inclusion of West Australian artists in such 

national profile publications still did not occur. There are many local artists who would 

have been suitable for selection in similar 1970s publications, but only Guy Grey-Smith 

is in Australian Painters of the 70s (edited by Mervyn Horton, Ure Smith, 1975). 

Miriam Stannage is the new West Australian name added to, the by then familiar names, 

of Grey-Smith and Juniper included in Modern Australian Painting 1970/1975 (Kym 

Bonython, Rigby 1976) but she is then dropped and replaced by George Haynes for 

Modern Australian Painting 1975/1980 (Kym Bonython, Rigby, 1980). Juniper, Grey-

Smith and Haynes were the only West Australian representatives included amongst the 

114 artists in Present Day Art in Australia (edited by Mervyn Horton, Ure Smith, 1969).  

 

 
798 McCaughey, Patrick. Australian Abstract Art, Oxford Uni. Press, 1969. 
799 Such as Asher Bilu, Nancy Borlaase, Peter Burns, Lawrence Daws, Thomas 

Gleghorn, Louis James, George Johnson, Jon Molvig, Ross Morrow, Andrew Sibley, 

John Olsen and Brett Whitely, 
800 Reed, John. Paintings from the West. 14 Western Australian painters, Museum of 

Modern Art and Design of Australia, 1963. 
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Nor was any work by the West Australian artists already named, or 1960s and 70s 

avant-garde work by Brian McKay and Baynard Werner, or 1970s work by relatively 

new artists such as the colour-field work of Carol Rudyard, the Pop work of Robert 

Birch, Tim Burns, David Francis and Lindsay Pow, the mixed media work by Douglas 

Chambers, the abstract landscapes of Jeremy Kirwan-Ward or Brian Blanchflower, to 

list just a few, purchased or supported in exhibitions by our National Gallery or other 

state galleries through the sponsorship received from such companies as Philip Morris 

and Esso.801

 

Local art history was not substantially addressed until Barbara Chapman’s The Colonial 

Eye catalogue accompanied a survey exhibition of West Australian topographical at The 

Art Gallery of Western Australia in 1979, but it comprises short biographical notes and 

brief descriptions and from just these it is difficult to build up an overview of local 

history.802 A selection of contemporary Western Australian painters and printmaker’s 

images was published by Fremantle Press in 1979, with an overview on two galleries, 

prizes and training in an informal tone by local newspaper critic Murray Mason.803 

There was no analysis or discussion of individual artists and their styles. In response 

local art lecturer and artist, Bill Hawthorn, published privately in 1982 a contemporary 

art book with short biographies and descriptions of the approach and style of West 

Australian painters and sculptures.804 Hawthorn included himself as well as information 

on thirty nine other artists including Robert Juniper, Brian McKay and Tom Gibbons. 

The editor John O’Brien, editor of The Critic for the eleven years of its life and editor of 

Westerly for five years, acknowledge on the back cover that “It was in the pages of 

these journals that for the first time in Western Australia’ regular discussion of the arts 

 
801 For examples see: 

Mollison, James. 1974 The Phillip Art Grant First Annual Exhibition, Canberra, 1974, 

and; Waldman, Diane. Australian Visions: 1984 Exxon International Exhibition, The 

Visual Art Board of the Australia Council, Sydney, 1984. 
802 Chapman, Barbara. The Colonial Eye A topographical and artistic record of the life 

and landscape of Western Australia, A.G.W.A., 1979. 
803 Mason, Murray (ed). Contemporary Western Australian Painters and Printmakers, 

Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1979.  
804 Hawthorn, Bill. Some Contemporary Western Australian Painters and Sculptors, 

Apollo Press, 1982. 
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was published as critical essays, general articles and longer more detailed reviews than 

usual in or appropriate for a newspaper.” He acknowledges the role of “eminent critics 

as Allan Edwards, Tom Gibbons, Patrick Hutchings and Salek Minc”, in writing 

frequently for both journals. O’Brien implies a need for publication of such information. 

Hawthorn at the time could not interest a publisher in his volume. Fremantle Arts 

Centre Press still had copies of Mason’s book and did not see a need for another. 

Hawthorn decided to publish privately saying that he wanted to provide his students 

with access to both local images and information.805 The information provided by 

Hawthorn gives some context for each artist’s production and the descriptions give 

stylistic pointers. However the lack of an overview or extended essay faults the 

publication in the same was as Chapman’s and ignores what could have been the 

strength of Mason’s book (while being similar in tone). 

 

It was eight years after Klepac’s catalogue before Bromfield’s catalogue for Elise 

Blumann’s 1984 retrospective provided any extended information on a West Australian 

artist’s development, with Elwyn Lynn’s The Art of Robert Juniper published two years 

later in 1986. This Craftsman House publication was the first book by a publisher with 

wide distribution and availability to a broader national audience. It took another three 

years for David Bromfield’s Brian Blanchflower Works 1961-1989 to appear. Thus lack 

of research and publication impacted on appreciation of what had occurred locally and 

by the late 1980s the main players of Perth’s early Modernism had begun to die and 

documentation was being lost.  

 

Unfortunately the 1940-50’s situation - where local publishing opportunities had not 

been instigated in response to increased Eastern states based publications - occurred 

again in 1981 when there was a boom in Eastern states art based magazines, with the 

founding of Art & Text, The Virgin Press (later to become Tension), Slug, Vox, 

Roadrunner, 2X and the cassette magazine Fast Forward. The West Australian 

equivalent, Praxis M, was not published until April 1983. 

 

Alongside a lack of local publications a silencing and lack of recognition for West 

Australian artists also occurred in publications specifically aimed at addressing such 

 
805 Anecdotal from both Bill Grono and Cliff Jones; Hawthorn was critical of Mason’s 

approach. 
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domination of the discourse. For example Aspect magazine published a Survey of Ethnic 

Visual Arts in Australia in 1984.806 Although the title suggests a national survey, little 

research appears to have been done to include West Australians - as none are. Not even 

prominent migrant artists such as Hans Arkeveld, Memnuna Vila-Bogdanich, Leon 

Kalamaras, George Kosturkov, Akio Makigawa, Gunta Parups and Maris Raudzins 

(who had been included in the Hawthorn and Mason books mentioned earlier; and thus 

very easy to research), nor migrant artists who had high profiles in the local and even 

National art scene, such as Ferdinand C. Korwill (former president of the Art Gallery 

Society of W.A.), and Edgars Karabanovs (lecturer in print making at Perth Technical 

College from 1964; Foundation Member and Vice President of WA Printmakers 

Association 1974-75; Vice President of Print Council of Australia 1975 and Committee 

Member of Print Council of Australia 1974-78) were included.  

 

Similarly feminist based histories, such as Sandy Kirby’s Sight Lines Women’s Art and 

Feminist Perspective in Australia (Craftsman House 1992), which covers the Sydney, 

Melbourne, Adelaide and Aboriginal Women (Central Australia, Arnham Land, 

Northern Territory) movements with - apart from a brief description of Miriam 

Stannage’s “witty references to sexuality and body imagery in her photographic 

triptych, Temptation (1983), from her weight watchers series” - no coverage of Western 

Australia’s women artists.807 Janine Burke’s Field of Vision A Decade of Change: 

Women’s Art In The Seventies (Viking, 1990), does not even mention Stannage. 

Caroline Ambrus in her Australian Women Artists First Fleet To 1945: History, 

Hearsay and Her Say (Irrepressible Press, 1992) fails to make reference to any West 

Australian women artists of the period, while Helen Topliss, in her Modernism and 

Feminism Australian Women Artists 1900-1940 (Craftsman House 1996), reproduces 

and contextualizes work by the major West Australian woman artist from her period of 

study - Kathleen O’Connor. However both could have drawn upon Melissa Harpley’s 

Beyond the Image Western Australian Women Artists 1920-1960 (Department of Fine 

Arts U.W.A.1990) to include more West Australian’s working during the period; such 

as Portia Bennett, Beatrice Darbyshire, Iris Francis, Margaret Johnson, Amy Heap, 

 
806 Krausmann, Rudi. (ed), Survey of Ethnic Visual Arts in Australia, Aspect, No. 

29/30, Autumn 1984.  
807 Kirby, Sandy. Sight Lines Women’s Art and Feminist Perspective in Australia, 

Craftsman House, N.S.W. 1992, p.121. 
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Murial Southern or Marj Tarling. A welcome inclusion of West Australian women 

artists occurs in Max Germaine’s biographical reference book A Dictionary of Women 

Artists of Australia (Craftsman House, 1991), but because it lists only “living women 

artists” most of the above are not listed (and being a dictionary neither group has their 

contribution commented on). It is hoped that exhibitions and catalogues which included 

many West Australian women artists, such as the 1989 U.W.A. Centre For Fine Arts 

Modern Women Australian Women Artists and Modernism, Nikki Miller’s 1992 

Feminisms and the 1995 Cruthers Collection’s In the Company of Women 100 years of 

Australian Women’s Art, will be used by future researchers so that West Australian 

women artists are included in national histories.808

 

Alongside lack of inclusion in publications, or the publishing of local publications for 

historians to use in their research, it could be argued that Eastern states based historians 

do not research Western Australian art history or make enquiries because of the 

“tyranny of distance”.  Similarly the West Australian context and engagement with 

Modernism has not been publicized by the artists who participated. The tyranny of 

distance was perhaps first commented on as a hindrance for development by Daryl 

Lindsay who, on his return from a trip to London in 1938, wrote an article for Argus 

where his stance was that Australian art “It seems to me to have no future” because of 

“the distance from the great centres of art” and that Australian artists “do not know what 

is being done abroad” nor “take the trouble to find out”.809   

 

Evidence suggests that people in Western Australian did take the trouble to find out. 

Nevertheless the centre versus periphery argument and questions about dependency - 

and the consequences of how artist’s styles, ideas and attitudes are developed - has 

become central to the analysis of Australian art history and regional artists in other 

contexts. Indeed “if a particular style or idea fails to make its appearance, then this is 

 
808 U.W.A. Centre for Fine Arts, catalogue, 1989, Modern Women Australian Women 

Artists and Modernism; Miller, Nikki. Feminisms, Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts, 

1992; Carrigan, Belinda. Co-ordinator, In the Company of Women 100 years of 

Australian Women’s Art from the Cruthers Collection, Perth Institute of Contemporary 

Arts, 1995. 
809 Lindsay, Daryl. The Argus, 26 October 1938, quoted by June Helmer, p.89.  
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read as a sign of conservatism, cultural naivety or, even, complacent ignorance.”810 It is 

the argument of this thesis that although called conservative the West Australian art 

scene, centred around Perth from the 1930’s onwards, was informed. Thus their tastes 

and choices cannot be read as naïve or complacent and, if read as conservative, it is a 

conservatism that holds contradictions that ultimately form the basis for the Modernist 

sensibility this community supported in the 1950s. 

 

The purpose of this appendix is therefore to examine contributing factors to the West 

Australian cultural context for the development of a Modernist sensibility. It presents 

research on the scenes that generated a context for production.  

 

Thus in the Appendix I examine aspects of the relation of interdependence between 

social structures and the way in which local creative activity  has arisen in the complex 

of numerous structural determinants and conditions.811 The intent is to further locate 

visual practice within a fuller cultural context so that the story of the visual arts in 

Western Australia is one of individual artists closely involved in the social. An identical 

thesis informed the catalogue and exhibition Western Australian Art and Artists 1900-

1950 by Janda Gooding at the Art Gallery of Western Australia in 1987 (which is based 

on her research for her B.A Honours thesis).812 Gooding, in both texts, establishes that 

“The years immediately following the war saw great activity in the arts with two 

established exhibiting venues, regular prizes and competitions and several journals 

which took an active interest in promoting the arts”, and that: 

 

The diversity in subject matter and apparent flourishing of artistic activities is a 

characteristic of the 1940s in Western Australia. Similar to the Eastern states’  

experience, the war years invigorated the art scene by encouraging the formation 

of small, tightly knit artists’ groups and generating nationalistic sentiments. An 

                                                 
810 Ian Burn, Nigel Lendon, Charles Merewether, Ann Stephen. The Necessity of 

Australian Art An Essay About Interpretation, Chapter 8, “Questions of Cultural 

Inequality”, Power Publications, 1988, p.143. 
811 Wolff, J. The Social Production of Art, MacMillan, London, 1981, p.9. 
812 Gooding, Janda.   West Australian Art 1911-1939: the perpetration of a conservative 

style,  B.A Honours, School of Social Enquiry, Murdoch University WA, 1985. 
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increase in the frequency of openings, social gatherings and heightened media 

coverage thrust art into the public sphere.813  

 

Yet despite these findings, Gooding concludes that West Australian artists sought to 

preserve tradition and to perpetuate conservatism. Her reason derives from her reading 

of the images of the 1900-1950 period as signifying the “continuance of the romantic 

landscape tradition.”814 Echoing the point of view presented by Robert Hughes about 

Australian art. Gooding argued that the landscape genre dominated West Australian art 

of the 19th and first half of the 20th century. Hughes describes the genre as the 

“(grotesque) cultural nationalism of the blue-view pastoral painters between 1920 and 

1940” and argues that its romanticizing of traditional life is conservative and anti 

Modern.  The similarities of the arguments indicates that some West Australian artists 

were in practice no different to Eastern states based counter-parts and, as has been 

shown in other histories. However Hughes and Gooding’s arguments can be challenged 

if one looks beyond nationalism and the landscape genre, and actually acknowledges the 

vibrant debates of the time about Modernism.815

 

Rather than thinking of the ‘great activity’, ‘diversity’ and ‘flourishing of artistic 

activities’ as exemplification of a Modernist sensibility in process, Gooding takes 

account of - and gives ultimate significance to - the much broader cultural environment. 

She concludes that without being totally determined by it, the local art scene 

nevertheless reflects the broader conservatism of the community. ‘Process philosophy’ 

(Alfred North Whitehead) would say that Gooding has taken account of and described 

‘internal’ relations and then in her conclusion focused on ‘external’ relations. 

 

However Gooding’s own research indicates a developing Modernist sensibility that 

critiques the older and established romantic tradition. For example, Gooding reproduces 

in her catalogue the Cezannesque city blocks between sturdy tree trunks in Guy Grey-

Smith’s King’s Park (1948), and the suburban rooftops dominating the foreground with 
 

813 Gooding, Janda. Western Australian Art and Artists 1900-1950, A.G.W.A. 1987, 

quotes from p.74 and p.79. 
814 Ibid. p.80. 

815 Hughes, Robert.  The Art of Australia, Penguin, revised edition Melbourne, 1970, 

p.22. 
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a lone Cyclops-like windmill on the distant hilltop left in Ernest Philpot’s Morning 

(c.1940). Indeed as Charles Hamilton indicated in his review of the Grey-Smith’s solo 

exhibition, in which King’s Park was exhibited, Grey-Smith’s main interests were a 

Modernist or formalist absorption in “light, colour and pattern.”816 In addition an 

interest in the Modern city-scape and industry is prominent in work of the same period 

by Portia Bennett, Frank Norton, Murial Southern, Amy Heap, Leith Angelo and Vlase 

Zanalis, and is a consistent motif in works by Harald Vike, Betsey Currie, Iris Francis 

and Audrey Greenhalgh.817 Perhaps the key to Gooding’s conclusion is the dominance 

of landscape within Australian art history and her introductory comment that “Western 

Australian artists throughout the 1900 to 1950 period were consistently praised for 

capturing the ‘unique’ qualities of the Western Australian landscape” and additionally, 

that she reads the urban landscapes as still focused on elements of the physical 

environment.818 Furthermore Gooding’s’ use of the word ‘apparent’ indicates that she 

may have wished for more evidence of this ‘flourishing’. Certainly Gooding was 

reluctant to use the term Modernism as “A definition of Modernism to everyone’s 

satisfaction is difficult to provide”.819 Yet added to this factor was an indication of a 

local style responding to received Modernism. She commented that “the impact of 

Modernism” and the “question of how local artists were influenced by the Modern 

movement and what elements they absorbed”, is complicated by “many artists’ adoption 

of a ‘Moderne’ style similar to images of contemporary domestic lifestyle”.820  

 

The complexity of definitions, as well as the contradictions inherent in looking for 

dominant ‘Modernist’ qualities, were thus indicated and then supposedly avoided by 

Gooding, where in the concluding paragraph of her introduction she indicates that she 

will not discuss the elements of Modernism absorbed by local artists, but produce a 

broader sociological approach in which she will assess the work produced against the 

backdrop of the society in which it was produced. However in looking to conclude that 

society “mediated the activities, absorbing and repelling ideas and attitudes to produce 

 
816 Quoted by Gooding  ibid. p.78. 
817 This comment based upon images in Gooding’s text, Melissa Harpley’s Beyond The 

Image (1990) and various Gregson Flanagan Art Auctioneer’s catalogues. 
818 Ibid. p.9. 
819 Ibid. p.10. 
820 Ibid. pp.9-10. 
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an overlay of harmony, continuity and consensus” Gooding in fact uses a definition of 

Modernism based on avant-gardism and the broader shattering of society and social 

values.821 In doing so, within her conclusion she displaces the activities of the art scene 

and overlays a conservative viewpoint thus silencing the work and artists who, as she 

showed earlier, were responding to Modernist ideas. Nevertheless Gooding also 

indicates in her introduction to her catalogue that there is much room for expansion, 

shaping of particular foci and investigation of the particular concerns of individual 

artists to be undertaken. Thus I intend to add to, and provide depth and breadth to, the 

already available research on cultural context and therefore, rather than look for 

Modernism solely in revolutionary aspiration or social rupture, I look for engagement 

with debates and ideas; terming this a sensibility and reading it as existing and 

succeeding (through figures such as Gibbons), despite any broader conservatism or 

belief that society does in fact achieve a consensus. 

 

The focus of this appendix is on how local artists and galleries generated the Perth art 

scene and how particular artists, galleries and collectors have influenced the 

development of what, in the mid 1980s became known as the “arts industry”. I have 

thus shaped my thesis to indicate the development of particular art networks and 

exclusions with the aim of broadening the context in which the subject of Tom 

Gibbons’s oeuvre and local “Modern” fine art can be discussed and understood. My 

conclusion differs to the conclusions made by other historians, such as Gooding, who 

judge that the local art scene during this period remained conservative. My conclusion is 

that the local perception of modernity was not isolated from Eastern states or 

international models and that the resulting arts scene, particularly in its debates, has 

been a considered response to regional factors. My argument is that because there was 

experimentation and sharing of ideas, local artists were more informed than perhaps 

previously thought and, while they may have not exhibited extensively, the notion and 

labelling of local artists as conservative invites local practice to be ignored by historians 

writing from a perspective of Modernist progress.  

 

Thus this appendix presents a social history based analysis of the West Australian art 

scene: suggesting aspects of the economic, political, and organisational constraints 

impacting upon art production (Becker). Like all histories it offers a partial account, this 

 
821 Ibid. 
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however is partly a flow on consequence of patchy local documentation and the 

emphasis in Australian art history on Eastern states art and their dependence on Europe 

and America as models for practice.822 Burn et al commented on the power of this to 

inhibit other approaches and to devalue local culture823 and advocated an understanding 

of art that proceeded “from an enquiry into the ways in which the practices of art have 

been and are organized, and the ways these practices have been integrated into its 

society.”824

 

In the draft for this appendix I had provided original material, in agreement with and 

extending information provided by other historians such as Gooding, Bromfield and 

Goddard, that it was during the 1930’s decade that the intellectual conditions existed for 

artists to embrace and articulate a position on Modernism. However whilst they see a 

decline in the debate I argue that, on the evidence available, the debates about 

Modernism and arts purpose - and the most appropriate techniques and style to meet 

this purpose – were argued in the 1930s and continued throughout the 1940s and 50s as 

a sensibility that lay the foundation for the debates of the 1960s.825 Due to size 

constraints and my focus on Gibbons, I have narrowed the material presented here to a 

focus on the 1950s period. 

 

Briefly the development of this sensibility centred around the activities and debates of 

the Workers Guild and was, as practice, articulated through the social realism of Harald 

 
822 Burn et al state that most views are dependent on Bernard Smith’s Australian 

Painting, 1788-1970. 
823 Burn et al. Prev. cit., p.71. 
824 Burn et al, p.144. 
825 The Atavist”, “Home Mades and Paris Models”, The Black Swan, September 1931, 

Vol. 15, No. 2, pp.22-23, indicates the contradictions inherent in the debates. The essay 

signals a move within local art practice towards expressionism and away from form, 

warning that one can only experiment once one has been steeped in tradition. It is a 

debate repeated in the early 1960s when writers for The Critic, who would have agreed 

with “The Atavist”, express the opinion that form and technique is more what art should 

be concerned with than expression and surface. For the local 1960s debate on abstract 

expressionism see the section in this thesis on Philpot.  
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Vike and the surrealism of Herbert McClintock. By the end of this decade their 

practices and the surrounding debates lead to the characteristic features of the local 

Modernism, being the tension between representation and types of expressionism. 

While notions of nationalism and patriotism were part of the status quo during the 

1940s, these conservative attitudes and values were challenged by the alternative 

viewpoints offered by various artists and groups. These were mainly women artists who 

applied paint in a way that appeared to repudiate traditional academic techniques, such 

as Kate O’Connor, Elise Blumann, Audrey Greenhalgh and Elizabeth Blair-Barber, and 

a few male artists such as Ernest Philpot, who steadily worked towards abstraction and a 

more subjective personal vision. During the 1950s and early 1960s it was these variants 

of expressionism that Gibbons challenged, returning the debate about Modernism back 

to the territory of technique and style by repudiating local ideas about expressionist 

tendencies being at the core of Modernism.  

 

As presented in my dissertation Gibbons’s impact was to re-configure the binary of 

social realism against expressionism, back into a broader perspective of forms and 

conventions. Within his writing and practice he gave the viewpoint that romantic 

tendencies obscured the art objects’ meaning. For Gibbons a more clearly defined 

Modern approach was to have knowledge of the varied movements and styles that have 

arisen within the history of Modernism and to quote and apply these as a way of 

exploring ideologies. He encouraged artists, through modelling, to investigate the 

potentials inherent within this diversity and to then choose what was most appropriate to 

their own ideas and experiences. Artists such as Voudouris, who adopted aspects of 

style for effect, had their stylizations described as illustrative and their practice was not 

regarded as critical. It is the “practical-critical” aspect of Gibbons’s oeuvre that has 

made him highly regarded. 

 

Thus while it has been argued by other art historians and critics that the political and 

social climate of the 1940s and 1950s was conducive to an expansion of conservative 

ideologies in their critical assessment of Western Australian art, art history and 

criticism, they have looked towards art-historical styles and the idea of avant-garde art, 

deciding that the local period style was fundamentally conservative in relation to the 

dominating avant-garde art of the Eastern states and New York or Paris art scenes. That 

the art worlds’ great heterogeneity of quality and styles should be expected to embrace 

or be defined by a basic homogeneity of style that enables a chronological schema, and 
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for only certain types of “originality" or ambition to be acknowledged, has been seen as 

problematic for several decades and indeed more recently - particularly in Feminist 

based work and the writings of historians such as Helen Topliss and Ian Burn (et. Al.) - 

debates about the nature of Australian art and conceptions of dependency have been 

reformulated in terms of the opposing interests of internationalism and regionalism, 

with a resulting interest in describing the local tensions which produce local practice. 

 

My analysis of local West Australian art practice shows that the early forms of personal 

(household) and collective (guilds and clubs) patronage and activity persisted until 

market relations led to commercial structures and greater institutional patronage (cycles 

of collective activity have however persisted in response to what artists perceive as 

institutional constrictions). As shown, many significant figures who operated within the 

early forms of personal and collective patronage desired a growth in the market towards 

professional (economic) autonomy for artists. These people saw education of the public 

as the key concern in the economic viability of the arts. Differences in audience art taste 

and consumption, their ability to intellectually imbue artworks with meaning and to 

appropriate artworks for use, is ultimately a product of social class. The dependence of 

art on the existence of various financial mechanisms which enable artists to devote time 

to creative work, and to distribute their work, saw the eventual establishment of 

commercial galleries. The development, as Smith suggests826 of a system of supporting 

components by which the fine art mode of production functions in society, led to the 

economic and political divisions that hampered artists such as Ambler and Voudouris 

yet led to the support of artists such as Juniper and Gibbons.  

 

Paradoxically the development of market conditions that led to commercial support also 

produced artistic alienation and lessened the conditions (for some) of creative 

autonomy. Gibbons supported the development of the conditions for appreciation of the 

arts and produced art for appreciation. As was examined in the main body of my thesis 

he attempted to transcend specific ideologies, politics and class struggle by constructing 

art around mass-media and religious values which he saw as operating at various levels 

within our culture.827

 
826 Smith, Bernard. Art and Industry: a Systematic Approach, publisher not recorded. 
827 Becker, H. Art Worlds. University of California Press, 1982. 
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In Perth in the late 1950s and 1960s the arts were becoming recognised as holding both 

cultural and economic importance, is my thesis that the discussion groups of the 1930s 

and 1940s had contributed to the developing desire for art education and wider access to 

art exhibitions, ultimately resulting in the commercial galleries, academic courses and 

institutionalisation of art in the 1960s. Amongst those set of agents whose combined 

efforts helped validate and elevate the cultural value of art, was Tom Gibbons. His 

ability to analytically yet humorously access art and culture gained him respect as 

commentator, teacher and practitioner. He can now be regarded as a major player in the 

changing cultural field of fine Art in Perth during the 1955-1970 period, while his role 

in educating the viewers/consumers of art as both writer and artist can be regarded as 

unique. Indeed not until the 1980s and the figure of Ted Snell can a similar cultural 

person be found.  

 

Certainly Modernist issues of surface quality and form were at the heart of local debates 

on Modernist practice. In particular the issue of “technique” - and the idea that a 

“quality” practice demonstrates “professional” level skill “effects” through control – 

were central to both the 1954-1964 period and the earlier 1930’s period. In both periods 

this control is linked to a maintaining of design and surface. However in the 1930’s 

period it is tied to conservative traditional values that local expressionists react against, 

whilst by the 1960s it is presented as a re-conceptualisation of these values via a 

reassessment of the “Modernist” expressionists who developed out of the earlier period.  

 

While local art historians acknowledge that “the late 1930s were an exciting time”, 

particularly around the focal point of the Workers Art Guild, founded by Katherine 

Susannah Prichard and Keith George, and its “mixture of left wing sympathy and 

Modernist concerns in art practice”828 evidenced in the social realist paintings of Harald 

Vike and the surrealist work of Herbert McClintock, they nevertheless consider the 

effects of the Second World War to have fractured the emerging Modernism. For both 

Gooding and Topliss this early Modernist movement was short lived - McClintock’s 

work is considered by both as an exception to the predominant concerns of artists in 

Perth, and “With the advent of war there was, inevitably, a hardening of conservative 

 
828 Goddard, Julian. “Western Australian Modernism in the 1930’s”, essay in Elise 

Blumann Paintings and Drawings 1918-1984, A.G.W.A., 1984, p.6. 
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attitudes.”829 Similarly, because of the war, for Goddard “what has transpired has been a 

patchy reaction to the imposition of imported styles and concerns with virtually no 

continuum.”830 However this retrospective view underestimates the commitment to 

Modernism at the time. Using oral history accounts from participants as well as other 

research I develop an alternative history of the period. 

 

Certainly it was Jackson and Lorna McNamara’s belief that the war and depression had 

led to a veneer of cautiousness and conformity, that the late 1930s attempted to break 

away from and that, although the Second World War necessitated a political replacing 

of that veneer, the 1940s continued as a period of speculation about possibilities and 

alternatives; the more radical of these less public.831 This thesis already presented is 

based upon a search for evidence that indicates a continued debate about Modernism 

which suggests that the Modernist “movement” of the 1930’s was not short-lived, that 

the perceived fracture is a silencing of the choices made or scenes operating - rather 

than a break of sensibility - and further that the desire for possibilities and alternatives 

helped shape the 1960s interest in the Modernist practice embraced within the oeuvre of 

Gibbons. 

 

Alongside lack of inclusion in publications, or the publishing of local publications for 

historians to use in their research, it could be argued that Eastern states based historians 

do not research Western Australian art history or make enquiries because of the 

 
829 Quote from: Topliss, Helen. Provincialism and Modernism in Perth,  unpaginated 

catalogue, U.W.A. 1989. 
830 Goddard, ibid. For Gooding’s comments see Gooding, Janda. Western Australian Art 

and Artists 1900-1950, prev. cit., particularly pp.50-62. For greater depth see her B.A. 

thesis. 
831 During the 1980s and 1990s my interest in local history, begun with conversations 

and interviews with my grandparents (Jackson and Lorna McNamara) both active 

members of the Workers Art Guild (and friends and eventual carers of Prichard), 

resulted in my belief that there has been a continued engagement with the ideas of 

modernism and, that although the art practice may not evidence a continued depiction or 

variety of Modernist concerns, there was nevertheless a continuation of this Modernist 

sensibility influencing local culture.  
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“tyranny of distance”. Ironically the tyranny of distance was perhaps first commented 

on as a hindrance for development by Daryl Lindsay, who, on his return from a trip to 

London in 1938, wrote an article for Argus where his stance was that Australian art “It 

seems to me to have no future” because of “the distance from the great centres of art” 

and that Australian artists “do not know what is being done abroad” nor “take the 

trouble to find out”.832   

 

It will be argued that local artistic practice was not created in a cultural vacuum and that 

many of the cultural arguments and positions documented for the Eastern states scene 

also occurred in Western Australia. Like their Eastern state counterparts it will be 

argued that trends and definitions of Modernism were positioned around overseas 

examples with immigrants providing first hand examples of explorations and 

experiments.  

 

Central to this analysis are notions of provincialism. While all interviewees for this 

thesis, from those who spoke about the 1930’s to those who spoke about the 1990s, 

questioned the wisdom in linking local styles to a centre and suggested that they saw all 

contexts as provincial, such acceptance of diversity and lack of concern over linking 

local and national development to dominant European and American discourses has 

been largely absent from our art histories. Indeed since Bernard Smith’s 1945 Place, 

Taste and Tradition, the factor of stylistic dependency has been central to Australian art 

history debates.833  

 

Historian Terry Smith described provincialism “primarily as an attitude of subservience 

to an externally imposed hierarchy of cultural values. It is not simply the product of a 

colonialist history; nor is it merely a function of geographic location.”834 Similarly, 

artist and theorist Ian Burn, argues that a hierarchical view of art silences appreciation 

of divergent contexts. His position is that no context’s values are intrinsically superior 

to another’s values; and concludes: “one context cannot be more interesting overall 

 
832 Lindsay, Daryl. The Argus, 26 October 1938, quoted by June Helmer prev. cit., p.89.  

 
833 See Burn et al., prev. cit. Chapter 3 “Bernard Smith: A Contemporary History”, 

pp.39-52. 
834Smith, Terry. “The provincial problem”, Artforum, vol. 13, Sept. 1974, p.54. 
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because there is no culturally neutral position from which to make such a 

judgement.”835

 

Rather than look elsewhere for “the rules of art” Ian Burn argues that understanding is 

an event contingent on context, that this context is importantly a social framework, and 

that such frameworks and their differences need to be examined within the interplay of a 

situations’ own elements; not from the perspective of subjection to the rules and 

ideologies of an external (and different) context. This interplay includes elements from 

other contexts, but what Burn calls for us to recognize is the dialectical and equitable 

relations between contexts 836

While this debate pursued by Smith and Burn must be understood in terms of its own 

contexts – especially the globalization loss of centre that characterized the so-called 

post-modernism of the 1970s and 80s, on another level they replay an old theme in 

Australian cultural criticism. The dangers of maintaining a subservient attitude, as 

opposed to an exchange or interplay, has long been recognized by Western Australian 

artists. And indeed was a central theme of Gibbons’s writing. He warned against 

following any tenets of “apparent” Modernism in his “Several Deadly Dogmas of 

Modern Art” in Westerly magazine in 1962, promoting a more dialectical approach to 

views and all “provincial” contexts; into which he places the so called centres of art 

such as New York.837 Interestingly this 1962 call in Westerly by Gibbons for a critical 

independence from international fashions, his call to look at history and tradition in 

several reviews for The Critic in the same period, has parallels with, or reflects Bernard 

Smith’s reaction to Australian developments in art in the 1950s (and 1960s).838

 

 
835 Burn, Ian. “Art is what we do, culture is what we do to other artists”, Dialogue 

Writings in Art History, Allen and Unwin, 1991, p.138. 
836 Ibid. See “Art is what we do, culture is what we do to other artists”. Chapter 12, 

pp.131-139. 
837 Gibbons, Tom. “Several Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, Westerly, vol. 1, no’s 2-3, 

1962. 
838 For exploration of this comment see the discussion later on in this thesis on the art of 

Ernest Philpot. 
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Thus, as noted by Hutchings and by Ted Snell,839 Gibbons’s essay pre-figured the 

debates about provincialism and internationalism that occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. 

If “Provincialism appears primarily as an attitude of subservience to an externally 

imposed hierarchy of cultural values”840 and “acceptance without question is the 

essence of provincialism”,841 then Gibbons indicates in the arguments and stance of this 

essay, as well as in his wider criticism and practice, his confidence in an art practice 

which though removed from the “centre”, has its own valid complexities and attitudes 

that cannot be described as inferior or provincial. This is also the application of a 

Modernist sensibility where the critic believes it is possible to empower one’s readers, 

to give them the confidence to engage and make use of all kinds of new values and 

experiences, as found in contemporary art.842

This, of course, is not an original idea; it has always been on the mind of artists and 

critics in colonial situations. While even during the first half of the twentieth century 

many Australians and critics doubted that Australia could develop a worthwhile culture, 

such ideas were part of a larger debate about the value of Australian culture that 

galvanized thinking in terms of nationalism.843 In this respect Western Australia was no 

different to other parts of Australia. For example in 1945 painter Lional Jago (1882-

1953) stated in the West Australian, just prior to his departure for Sydney in 1945, that 

International influences were still playing a vital part in Australian art development and 

called for continued development. His articulation of such ideas, as well as his use of 

tense, suggests that Modernism and notions of experimental development had been an 

intent, both locally and nationally, for some time. He continues in the article to call for 

continued development and to clarify that what he considers an appropriate approach to 

this intent:  

 
839 Hutchings, Patrick.  Time+Machine, prev. cit. 

 Snell, Ted. Interview with author, Fremantle, May 25 1994. 
840 Smith, Terry. “the Provincialism Problem”, Art Forum, September 1974, p.46. 
841 Smith, Bernard. “The Myth of Isolation”, The Death of Artist as Hero, Oxford Press, 

Melbourne, 1988, pp.223. 
842 An approach to criticism also adopted by Bromfield. See “Criticism In A Cold 

Climate”, FAR, May 1991, p.3 and p.5. 
843 E.g. Lindsay, prev. cit. 
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Any sincere artist, though listening intently to all that fellow-craftsmen in other 

lands may have to say, will still retain his own mode of expression. …It is beyond 

question that outside influences are useful, and that the artist will naturally absorb 

– perhaps subconsciously – what may appeal to him in the best work of fellow 

craftsmen overseas, but I feel that if he is worth his salt he will continue to express 

himself in his own handwriting and experience.844  

 

Specificity of local culture and an understanding of artistic practice have continued as a 

pre-occupation of historians, theorists and critics. The provincial debate and centre-

periphery questions have been asked at both the local and national level. For example 

Gibbons’s arguments in Westerly are echoed by Patrick McCaughey who advised that 

the centre should be treated as a ‘challenge’ and not as an ‘authority’, and that its 

‘standards’ rather than its ‘style’ is what should act as a guide.845 Similarly the 

mythology of there being an authority and of inferring greatness upon “the Emperor’s 

non-existent clothes”846 was echoed by American immigrant and West Australian artist 

Alan Vizents twenty years after Gibbons’s article:   

 

We habituate a comparative process of the present and the past. It is our mythical 

imagery of the past that constructs out perception of the present. Australia mirrors 

itself to a limited extent in its own short history and to a much larger extent in the 

active mythology of a past borrowed from other cultures dominantly European. 847

 

Thus the central questions that drive the remaining sections of this appendix are – what 

has provided the impetus for West Australian artists to explore their art practice, what 

approaches have developed from the local context, and if this exploration has been 

 

844 Jago, Lionel. “Another Artists View, The West Australian, 14th April 1945. Although 

the contexts are quite different Jago’s considered approach to intertextual influence and 

appreciation of contextual factors, finds echo in what Burns articulates, almost thirty 

years afterwards. 

 
845 McCaughey, Patrick. “notes on the Centre: New York”, Quadrant, August, 1970, 

pp.76-80. 
846 Gibbons, Ibid. 
847 Vizents, Alan. “Perceptual identity”, Praxis M, No.5, Winter 1984, p.21 
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informed about practice from elsewhere, then what type of “Modernism” developed 

here? 

 

2. European Origins. 

Gooding establishes in her history on West Australian art that British migrants and 

aesthetics, with a dominant concern for romantic picturesque landscapes (out of John 

Constable and J. M. W. Turner), have been the apparent legacy and continuing 

influence since the nineteenth century.848 Gooding also notes that “there has been a 

tendency to explain the visual arts in Western Australia as a product of cultural and 

geographical isolation and a resistant physical environment.”849 However, as presented 

by Gooding, these factors were not necessarily the restraining influence as at the turn of 

the century local artists (particularly women artists) “frequently exhibited interstate and 

overseas” and publications such as Studio, Academy Notes and the Newne’s Art 

Library on famous artists were attainable.850 I argue that access to ideas from elsewhere 

continued through-out the century and that the particular Modernist sensibility 

developed here in the late 1950s and into the 60s. Exampled in British immigrants such 

as Gibbons, was an informed sensibility and their resulting practice is one of 

consideration from a range of possibilities. 

 

In his anthology of West Australian arts writing titled Cinderella on The Beach A 

Source Book of Western Australia’s Visual Culture, U.W.A. Press, 1991. Ted Snell 

argued that a dichotomy exists for Western Australians when contemplating their 

isolation. Snell noted two positions that have been adopted “from the earliest days of the 

colony” on the impact of isolation: the effect on West Australian activities and 

                                                 
848 The link to England is also established by Roderick Anderson in his history Early 

Western Australian Art From The Robert Holmes A Court Collection, Heytesbury 

Holdings Ltd., 1983. Gooding’s 1987 research appears to take as its’ starting point 

Anderson’s synopsis. The link between West Australian art and British art strengthened 

during the 1920s with the arrival of British artists Amy Heap, Douglas Cummings and 

John Barker, who all settled in West Australian. During this period A.B. Webb also 

returned from England to take up appointment as Assistant Art Master at Perth 

Technical College on Linton’s recommendation. 
849 Gooding, Janda. Western Australian Art and Artists 1900-1950, prev. cit., 1987, p.9. 
850 Ibid. 
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sensibilities has historically been argued positively as a key to our sporting and financial 

success and negatively as a “defensive position … in all matters relating to the arts.”851

 

Only recently, he said, has the tendency of this “Cinderella Syndrome” to silence our 

understanding of our visual culture changed. “Although it was universally agreed during 

the nineteenth century that local arts activities were a rather weak, provincial copy of 

the imported models, by the late seventies a rising consciousness that the ‘periphery’ 

can provide a unique vantage point led Western Australians to re-assess the value of 

their isolation.”852 Thus more recently “this ‘glorious isolation’ has been adopted to 

explain the diversity of approach amongst younger artists who are able to work with 

unfettered originality when freed from the necessity to conform to dominant theories or 

trends.”  

 

One of the reasons for the sense of isolation experienced by west Australian artists is 

they were immigrants. When Gibbons arrived in Perth he felt isolated from the access to 

museums and exhibitions he had previously enjoyed. In this he was no different from a 

long history of immigrant or returning artists - from Linton and Webb, to Juniper and 

Guy Grey-Smith, John Beard, Brian Blanchflower and Alan Vizents, or Spremberg and 

Wiebke.853 Their initial response that there is no culture, means that they have no 

historical perspective on the local scene, resulting in a series of erasures where their 

belief that nothing exists a priori their arrival has been repeated. More positively their 

response has meant that they formed groups to combat isolation and re-gain attention.854 

Their energy in filling the perceived vacuum has created the continued energy of the art 

scene. The value of some-one like Gibbons is that he has stayed in Western Australia 

for five decades and has thus been able to halt the cultural erasure and to keep 

 
851 Snell, Ted. “The Cinderella State”, Praxis M, No. 28, 1991, pp.26-27. 
852 Ibid, p.26. His statement indicates that he means the 1900’s and the twentieth 

century. 
853 See Davis, Annette.  “A Taste of the Perth Art Scene in the 1950s and 1960s”, 

Artwords, Number Five, 1995, for comment on Grey-Smith. For comment on 

Spremberg and Wiebke see my Master of Fine Art thesis The Fremantle Group. For 

comments on or by the other artists see various articles in Praxis M, particularly Praxis 

M No.6, Spring 1984 and Praxis M No.25, Summer 1989. 
854 see Murray Mason’s comment prev. cit. as well as The Fremantle Group, prev. cit.  
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experimenting with the genres and concepts dominating the local scene. This on going 

dialogue with the local scene is the main condition explored by this thesis. 

 

Australian Modernism, be it New South Wales or Western Australia, is a post World 

War One phenomenon that emerged amidst often acrimonious debate with the dominant 

landscape tradition. Such debate indicates that what was at play were choices of style 

and subject. An interesting West Australian example of such debate is the writing of 

Leslie Rees, who wrote reviews under the by-line Hermes in the West Australian and 

who was also editor of The Black Swan, a local arts journal based at the University of 

Western Australia’s Student Guild.855

 

Rees commented in 1928 on the practice of art in Australia as “a simple issue, without 

attempt at deep problems and without much experimental deviation from a set style.” 

He also wrote of a penchant for photographic realism where the artists “sought to 

reproduce the beautiful scenes without relying on emotional or intellectual associations 

to fill out the interest, without symbolism and without seeking to tell a story. Hence the 

large amount of pure landscape in the history of Australian art.”856 Rees criticised local 

practitioners who had not kept in touch with current theories in art, and argued that a 

club where artists could engage in discussion with theorists, should be established at the 

University.857

 

While supporting experimentation, he warned that being “up-to-date” does not mean 

forsaking “the ordinary perception of nature for cubist conundrums”. While Snell 

suggests that Rees is not “entirely convinced of the value of European avant-garde work 

painted sixteen years earlier”, arguably Rees’ caution at uncritically following cubist 

practices, is also due to concerns with stylistic dependency by provincial artists on 

hegemonic styles.858 Rees seems aware of the ambiguities inherent in being caught 

between regionalism and internationalism. Indeed his approach is an early example of a 

 
855 see Snell,  Ted Cinderella On The Beach A Source Book of Western Australia’s 

Visual Culture, prev. cit. pp.108-109. 
856 Hermes (Rees, Leslie), “Art and the University”, The Black Swan, November 1928. 
857 Ibid. p.108. 
858 Snell, Ted. Prev. cit. p.109. 



 - 435 -

                                                

critical lineage discussed above in reference to Ian Burn’s call for artists to navigate 

“central currents” through the relativity of their own context. 

 

This engagement with “free and intellectual discussion of problems which Modern 

artists have to face”859 has not been adequately recorded or traced. Other local critics, 

such as David Bromfield, have agreed with Gooding’s critical focus on the landscape 

tradition, reading the dominance of this genre as nostalgic and conservative.860 In his 

essay “Among the Souvenirs” Bromfield argues that artists of European origin (whether 

first or fourth generation) are migrants and thus forced to “regard their art as an 

extended exercise in remembrance and reconstruction.” The result, according to 

Bromfield is a sentimental and nostalgic distancing – “vision of the landscape as 

souvenir.”861  

 

If one agrees with critic Bernard Smith’s argument that the avant-garde emerged at the 

height of Europe’s colonial powers and in response to the consequences of the industrial 

revolution, with modern art as the critique of that modernity,862 then why West 

Australian art did not echo or incorporate the succession of new approaches that make 

up the story of Modern art indicates a different context that requires investigation. 

Gooding and Bromfield were among the first to begin the discussion on local cultural 

development and to enquire about the local context, however both are prone to smooth 

the paradoxes. Indeed the defiant form of localism, as exemplified by the landscape 

images presented in Gooding’s exhibition Western Australian Art and Artists 1900-

1950, may have eschewed Modernism, but also included in the exhibition were pictures 

of the changing face of a growing city, images of industry and workers as well as urban 

and surreal compositions. Like-wise within her text, Gooding indicates a multiplicity 

and complexity of West Australian practice in these years that her conclusion in part 

denies. 

 
859 Hermes, prev. cit. 
860 Gooding, Janda. prev. cit.  
861 Bromfield, David (editor). Among the Souvenirs Western Australian Art in the 

Eighties, prev. cit.  p.13. 
862 Smith, Bernard. “Modernism and Post-modernism: A Neo-colonial viewpoint”, 

Working Papers in Australian Studies, No. 81, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, 

University of London, 1992, p.2) 
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Despite her conclusion a look at context is how Gooding proceeds, following a social 

history approach that has evolved from the feminist and other radicalist debates of the 

1970s,  rather than seek to be another apologist for artists not obsessed with Modernism 

(examples are Hughes, R. The Art of Australia, Melbourne, 1966 and Smith, B. Place, 

Taste and Tradition, Ure Smith, Sydney, 1945, and Australian Art 1788-1970, Oxford 

University Press, Melbourne, 1971).863

 

While the social context of mid-twentieth century West Australian art has been explored 

by several art historians I argue that it was a period more pluralistic than previously 

presented; there were various groups of artists that were established as independent 

support groups. Only by understanding the art from this period in this way will we fully 

appreciate why Gibbons’s work gained an audience and how it satisfied local interests 

and powers.  

 

The Western Australian context can be described in the same terms that art historian 

Bernard Smith described the wider Australian scene: as a British colony of European 

artists living in a non-European environment.864 That the European artist immigrants 

and their descendants were interested in depicting the Australian landscape and how this 

evolved from a European transposition to unique stylistic explorations has been traced 

by a number of historians. As Heathcotte shows, until quite recently the landscape genre 

- and the landscape tradition’s association with Australian Nationalism - has dominated 

discussion of Australian art; “certainly … the bush became the synonym for Australia 

from the 1880’s onwards.”865 Australian art historians have outlined the traditional and 

continued cultural nationalism of the landscape genre; analysing it in a number of ways 

- as a conservative romanticizing of traditional life, as conservative and anti Modern, as 

part of the back-to-nature movements and as an Australian generic tradition. Gooding’s 

focus in her thesis on the landscape genre is one that conforms to this precedence as 

                                                 
863 Smith, T. “Writing the history of Australian art: its past, present and possible future”, 

Australian Journal of Art, No. 3, 1983, pp.10-29. Also suggested in The Necessity of 

Australian Art by Burn, Lendon, Merewether and Stephen and Terry Smith. 
864 Smith, Bernard. Prev. cit.  p. 2 and p.44. 
865 Heathcote, R.L. “Visions of Australia 1770-1970” in Rapoport, A. (ed) Australia as 

Human Setting, Angus & Robertson, Sydney 1972, p. 23. 
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does her conclusion.  However, if one argues, as Australian critic Clive Turnbull does, 

that  “there is no difference between Modern art and the other art as it is the artist who 

sets out what they want to do while the norms governing their picture making - the 

limitations of a flat surface, shape and the basics of applying paint using line, tone, form 

and colour - are the same for any painter of any generation”,866 then questions of 

conservatism and originality shift to questions of choice and a relational theory of value. 

Values do not exist in vacuo and it is the context that decides the prevailing attitudes to 

what in the work of art is valuable.  

 

3. Modernism 

Critical judgments that value a “Modernist” over a conservative artist have been formed 

on hierarchical stylistic and generic evaluations.  This approach to visual art history has 

resulted in historical accounts that track their notions of “originality”, innovation and 

influence. Added to this is an understandable tendency by historians to evaluate art 

practice by the surviving documentation of various institutions associated with the arts. 

Hence the unexpected or private alliances are often overlooked. This can be seen in 

statements about the West Australian art scene based on the idea that a “professional” 

art scene did not develop until there were commercial galleries and the eventual 

establishment of an independent state art gallery. Thus Western Australia has been 

“read” as lagging behind Eastern State developments. While it is efficient to describe 

and link the stages of change to an expansion of options, particularly once these options 

have taken hold of the public domain, such histories can ignore the more personal 

histories, which in Perth reveal a broader acceptance to engaging with Modernist ideas 

than previously thought. What my research reveals is a vibrant art scene in Perth prior to 

the commercial era. My argument, in agreement with Gooding, is that although in the 

first half of the twentieth century the “professional” art scene was dominated by the 

male teachers of Perth Technical School, there existed amongst the various women’s 

groups and artists an independent, though some-what reclusive and self-effacing, scene. 

These latter artists, in particular, were inventing ways of relating and constructing 

cultural forms which provided for the establishment of a wider multi-arts scene. This 

                                                 
866 Turnbull was critic for the Melbourne Herald, 1943-48, and member Australian 

Division of International Association of Art Critics. See Turnbull, Clive.  Art Here, The 

Hawthorn Press, Melbourne, 1947, pp.7-9. 
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Western Australian arts scene accepted that the arts are a “disciplined” practice based 

on ideas and themes that “may be expressed in more than one language.”867

 

By mid century their assortment of groups and interests formed the foundation for a 

social and dynamic art scene shared by independent artists of both genders who were 

responsive to the local context.868 This wider art scene flourished in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s before being narrowed and focused into the first group of commercial 

galleries in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The difficulty for historians is that the 

development of the sensibilities, prior to these commercial galleries and then the post-

secondary school of arts and a resulting academic interest (from the late 1950s onwards 

but not firmly established until the late 1970s), was predominantly within private 

gatherings and informal groupings.869

 

There has in the Perth art scene always been a gathering of artists around studios. They, 

along with other places, provided venues for exhibitions. These other places included: 

 
867 J. Macleod, “The painted Play”, The Black Swan, October 13, No. 3, October 1929. 

pp.36-37: Though mid Victorian era popular painters were criticized for borrowing 

“from literary and dramatic themes to secure attention to their work”,  themes do not 

belong to any particular art as they “may be expressed in more than one language”. 

Macleod then discusses visual arts associated with the stage and argues that the “light, 

colour and form” of the artist should be “disciplined” in technique and fit 

“harmoniously” into the wider work. The phrase lifted from the essay and quoted within 

my thesis has been used this way as it heralds questions of style and subject that 

dominate the specific visual art essays of the period while also being evidence of the 

multi-arts scene spoken about by interviewees quoted later in this thesis. Macleods 

focus on visual arts and his line of argument allow my broader application of his phrase. 
868 While I do no explore sexual dynamics here, the ideas of gender, relating and 

cultural forms is based upon Michel Foucault 
869 For example see Thomas, Laurie. “Perth artists paints mural for the bank”, Sunday 

Times, January 30, 1955, p.38. Within his discussion of Robert Juniper’s commission, 

for a mural for the National Bank chambers in the Prudential Building on St. George’s 

Terrace, is an indication of “cafes, hotels and nightclubs” also having murals painted. 

This acceptance of the modern in everyday life, as my thesis argues, was a more 

prevalent sensibility that previously thought. 
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Newspaper House in the 1940s; the Worker’s Union space in the 1950s; the Froudist 

and Prokohov studio’s and private residences in the 1960s; Gallery G, Praxis and the 

smaller High Street Studio Realists in the 1970s; Media Space in the late 197’s and 

early 1980s; The Beach870 and Giotto in the late 1980s and early 1990s; and, amongst 

others, Customs House, The Verge and Gotham from the late 1980s, through the 1990s, 

to this century. In all decades artists were self sufficient in finding spaces to exhibit 

even if in their homes (such as Voudouris in Roleystone; see later in this appendix for 

details). Records are anecdotal or often exist as brief notices such as that in Artlook in 

1976 that “The practice of holding an exhibition in one’s home is one which is gaining 

popularity among artists. Among others who have embarked on such a project is 

Amanda Nolan whose paintings will be on display…”871  

4. The Beginnings of a West Australian art practice. 

The Galleries of Messrs. Robertson and Moffat, in Hay Street Perth in the early decades 

of the 1900’s, is the earliest recorded West Australian private gallery. Nevertheless 

                                                 
870 One of the main players in getting The Beach of the ground was Julian Goddard. 

Goddard had been involved in Praxis, "an alternative, non-commercial, experimental art 

space" allowing "for the exploration of new and contemporary concepts about art" 

(located in Fremantle), from 1983 to 1985 as an Arts Officer and Coordinator. The 

Beach Gallery, its name indicating a transitory space between land and sea or a place 

where journeys begin was an apt metaphor for the experience between art school and 

the professional gallery circuit, it was chosen as the signatory name for a gallery set up 

to exhibit artists who were finding it difficult to gain public exposure through the 

mainstream gallery system. For details see my Masters thesis on the Fremantle Group, 

prev. cit.. The legacy of The Beach was that the artist's involved formed a network or 

support system which tended to coalesce around Julian Goddard's ability to arrange 

exhibitions (and promotion) and their own studio arrangements.  

871 Notice, “Art Exhibition”, Artlook, Vol. 2, No. 4, May 1976, p.21. See also the 

“collective” or “co-operative” nature of systems such as Praxis, described by Prince, 

Don in “Praxis”, Artlook, Vol. 4, No. 2, March 1978, p.10, or see the Praxis Submission 

to the Community Arts Committee of the Australia Council, April 1975, quoted by John 

Barrett-Lennard, Praxis Co-ordinator in “Praxis Practice An Overview of ten years at 

Western Australia’s contemporary art space”, Praxis Fremantle, 1986, unpaginated.  
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official art groups such as the West Australian Society of Arts (WASA) and public 

venue exhibitions, such as at Industries Hall in Barrack Street in the 1920s and 

Newspaper House in St. George’s Terrace in the 1930s and 1940s, are regarded as the 

foundation exhibitions for a viable art scene in this state. However there is also evidence 

that alongside dominant groups such as WASA, were other networks and groups 

debating Modernism and laying a foundation for the establishment of a Modernist 

sensibility.  Prior to the late 1950s, when several commercial galleries were established 

in Perth, artists effectively associated and exhibited together forming various 

‘Modernist’ streams. The initial networks were based on relationships formed through 

education (Technical School, University or private tuition), work places (in particular 

print and advertising work) and clubs (political and medium based). When commercial 

galleries arose, and the dealer became more influential, the strategic efforts of these 

groups became far weaker from a financial and thus career point of view. Later, in 

support of this argument, I will investigate the impact of the transition period from 1950 

to 1960 on the “success” of other local artists such as Clem Ambler and George 

Voudouris.  

 

Julian Goddard has argued that the development of the West Australian art scene has 

always been tied to economic development, and sees five stages of impact and 

influence. These are the decades of early settlement 1829-1849; the expansion of 

settlement during the four decades 1850 to 1889; the gold boom and period of 

substantial immigration from Britain and Eastern Australia from 1890 to 1918; the 

period 1919 to 1939 covering the two decades between the wars dominated by 

depression; and the post war recovery period 1940 to 1979 which saw industrial and 

mining expansion. However his argument is based on a belief that receptivity towards 

art lays with the purchasing power of an audience rather than in uncovering the 

dynamics of practice. He ends his outline of broad economic bands by tying the 

establishment of global village communications in the 1960s as the beginning of 

Modernist practice here.872 Whilst I agree that communication is the basis of an 

informed sensibility, my thesis is that it is individual artists and their networks that 

create an effective art scene and that these operate regardless of broader economic 

issues. 

 
872Goddard, Julian. “Notes Towards a Western Australian Art History”, Praxis M No.5, 

Winter issue, 1984, pp.14-15. 
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The establishment of artistic groups in Western Australia to support and develop the arts 

is traced by Gooding back to the establishment of the Wilgie sketch club in 1889.873 It 

was the first recorded "move to establish an artists' society to promote a Western 

Australian school of painting … its’ founding members included Bernard Woodward 

later to become the first director of the Museum and Art Gallery." 874 The foundation of 

the Wilgie club, and in 1896 foundation of the West Australian Society of Arts and the 

subsequent discontent and formation of various societies to promote professional artists 

and standards has been well covered by her.875 However it is this discontent, in relation 

to the development of alternative groups that I wish to explore further. 

 

What developed was in response to the dominance of Perth Technical College Teachers 

on the societies. Ivor Hunt is an example of such a teacher and the influence.  

 

Hunt is described in the catalogue of his drawing and watercolour retrospective at 

A.G.W.A as emulating his mentor, James W R Linton, in the twenty three years he 

taught at the Perth Technical School, first as Assistant Art master and then as Head of 

the Art Department.876 Hunt attended evening classes at Perth Technical College in the 

1920’s and joined the group of artists who met in the evenings above Linton’s Gallery 

at the west end of Murray Street. In 1924 he began working for J. Gibbney & Sons as a 

commercial artist and illustrator before travelling to London in 1929 to study at the 

 
873 For an over-view and an “accurate feel” of the early period of Western Australian art 

and precise biographies of the more established artists see Anderson, Roderick. Early 

Western Australian Art from the Robert Holmes A Court Collection, Heytesbury 

Holdings Ltd, 1983.  
874 Gooding, Janda. thesis prev. cit.  p.78. 
875 Though the club held only one exhibition, in 1890, its members –Bernard 

Woodward, F. M. Williams and Henry Prinsep – in 1896 became foundation committee 

members (Woodward the president) of the West Australian Society of Arts (WASA). In 

1898, two years after forming, the WASA received financial assistance from the State 

Government and its membership had grown to seventy (see Gooding B.A. p.80 and 

p.82). For the history of the society see chapter four of her thesis.  
876 see Barbara Chapman, Ivor Hunt Watercolours and Drawings 1945-1970, A.G.W.A., 

1980, p.5. 
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Central School of Arts and Crafts. While there he was employed with John Lunghi at 

Daniel’s Advertising Studio in Knightsbridge. With the worsening depression Hunt 

returned to Western Australia in 1934 though, he soon took up a position in Singapore 

working on advertising for Masters Limited. He was holidaying in Perth in 1939 when 

war was declared and had to remain. He took up freelance advertising work for 

Gibbney’s (who provided him with a desk in their office), the West Australian 

Newspapers and others.877 In 1941 he joined Perth Technical College as Assistant Art 

Master, holding his first one-man exhibition in 1947. He was a member of the Perth 

Society of Artists from 1941 and Vice President, then president, in the early 1950s. He 

believed that the society’s reputation rested on the high standards of the work exhibited 

and thus the society had to maintain high standards on the artist’s who took up 

membership.878 While amateur works are considered by writers such as Gooding to 

have led to the eventual break up of the Society, people such as Arthur Collett, who 

tried to join the Society in the late 1940s, believed that Hunt’s influence was to keep the 

Society conservative and therefore unsupportive of contemporary artists.879

 

Collett, the principal of Arthur Collett and Associates, an adverting agency dominant in 

Perth advertising from 1946 to 1976, came into contact with artists regularly both 

professionally and in friendship.880 It is Collett’s belief that the consequence of not 

accepting artists as members for the Perth Society of Artists was that the artists who 

were not accepted moved on to develop their own scenes. “Hunt, and a small group of 

newspaper employees who had worked with Hunt, influenced what was shown at the 

Newspaper House Gallery. His background at Gibbney’s, his position at the Tech. and 

his role in the Perth Society of Artists meant that it was very difficult for any-one else to 

get an exhibition there. If you weren’t an ex-student of his, or connected to that group 

who had worked on advertising at Gibbney’s or for the West Australian, you didn’t 

 
877 Ibid. p.7.  
878 Ibid. p.5. 
879 I interviewed Collett on many occasions during 1999-2000 at his home in 

Lesmurdie. The quotes provided are from these sessions unless otherwise referenced. 
880Collett, A. interview. Gregsons Art division Quarterly Journal, Winter Edition, 1991, 

p.7. 
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have much of a chance at the more official venues. Like the situation that led to The 

Beach and The Verge, artists had to look after themselves.”881

 

This information establishes that private networks and alternative venues were central to 

the continued development of local Modernism. 

 

5. The Central Importance of Clubs and Private Networks to the Development of 

Sensibilities. 

An alternative to the Perth Technical School training was private tuition given by 

prominent artists. Linton, Webb, Rossi and Morison gave private lessons as did Henri 

van Raalte. Henri van Raalte came to Perth in 1910 to work in the south-west timber 

industry. Already a competent etcher and print maker, his work situation provided him 

with the subject matter for which he has become known. In 1914 he moved to Perth and 

commenced giving private lessons. “Through teaching, through lectures, and by means 

of exhibitions, several of which were held in a private gallery above The Booklovers 

bookshop (no longer extant) in Hay Street, Henri brought to the artistic community in 

Perth, a breath of new life and inspiration.” He taught people who later became 

established artists such as Beatrice Darbyshire and Elizabeth Blair-Barber.882 

Eventually van Raalte’s art classes were successful enough for him to employ, in 1920, 

an assistant (Margaret Saunders) and to establish the Perth School of Art. Van Raalte 

left Perth late in 1921 to become the curator of the South Australian Art Gallery.  

 

This “inspiration” was willingness to exhibit in the Eastern states, to actively seek 

publicity and to develop the private lessons and forums indicated by Spartalis above. By 

the 1920’s van Raalte was being reproduced in Art in Australia, being well reviewed by 

Eastern states press and selling quantities of work in what was a popular medium in the 

Eastern states. The West Australian newspaper The Sunday Times celebrated the kudos: 

“Recently an exhibition of 43 of van Raalte’s etchings has been held in the eastern 

                                                 
881 Collet, A. interview with author prev. cit. The Beach operated in the 1980s and The 

Verge in the 1990s, both Artist run co-operatives in Northbridge. The newspaper 

employee’s he could name were Clem Ambler and Clive Gordon. At that stage I had not 

heard of Ambler – my subsequent interest in this artist stemmed from this comment. 
882 van Raalte, R.B. Henri van Raalte Master Printmaker, Arthur Spartalis Fine Art, 

1989. pp.10-11. 
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capitals, and the critics over there have been compelled to admit his supremacy with the 

needle. The ‘Argus’ talks of his ‘suavity of line and grace of manner’, the ‘bulletin’ 

mentions his work as ‘a revelation of grace and power in aquatint, drypoint and pure 

etching’.883

 

A further part of van Raalte’s “inspiration” was an interest in technology as a means of 

making “art”. Many of van Raalte’s prints began as photographic images before they 

evolved into press made prints - some editions on varied stock, ink tones and hues.884 In 

his exploration of different print making mediums and effects van Raalte collaborated 

with August Knapp (a local optometrist) on methods for producing finely textured 

photographic prints.  

 

In 1926 Knapp had founded a photographic group called “The Dilettante Club”. The 

club held monthly meetings with each member “expected to produce some specimen of 

work done by himself (sic.) during the previous month” and submit this for criticism. 

Demonstrations and lectures were also provided at the monthly meetings, the object of 

the club being “to encourage the study and practice of pictorial photography and other 

arts”.885 Examples of their work were published within various editions of The Black 

Swan.886 Van Raalte supported this group’s activities: “He gave a number of lectures on 

composition, and with considerable foresight exhorted its members to explore the 

potential of photography as a new, independent art form” thus debating the parameters 

of what could be regarded as fine art. Later as a mark of appreciation, the Dilettante 

Club was renamed “The van Raalte Club” and remained for several decades a focus of 

landscape photography par excellence.”887

 
883 A.C. ‘Art In Out Time. Henri Van Raalte’ Sunday Times, 16 January 1921, p.13. 

AGWA artists file. 

 
884Van Raalte, S. “The Birth of a Project”, Gregsons Art Division Quarterly Journal, 

Summer 1991, pp.8-9. 
885Lucraft, H.S. ‘Photography the Van Raalte Club, Arts W.A., Vol. 1, No. 3, October 

1948, pp.10-11. 
886 “Moonlight vista of Perth lights from Kings Park” by R.E. Cranfield, The Black 

Swan, Vol. 15, No. 2, September 1931, p.17 is an example. 
887 ibid p.11. 
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A leading member of this, Western Australia’s first photography club, was Fred Flood 

who was West Australian Newspapers’ second full-time photographer. As such he was 

provided with cameras and a motorcar, by which he “loved travelling” to take 

photographs of suburban development, “the end of roads” and “landscape vistas from 

the edge of high roads”.888 It is a subject matter later taken up by Gibbons in his 

Random Landscape series, in which he imaged suburban development on the outskirts 

of the city. Gibbons also commented “When I arrived here Perth seemed very 

depressed. The cars on the streets, I assume because of the War and the Depression, 

were 1920’s, very quaint but giving the impression that nothing happened here. There 

was also no television here, something we had in England, but again adding to the 

impression of going backwards in time.”889

 

Having learnt his photographic craft in England before migrating to Australia in 1912, 

Flood was influenced by the photographic art movement known from 1892 known as 

pictorialism and probably brought this pictorial language “of beauty and truth in nature” 

and “organic holism with human interest tenderly expressed” into Western Australia. 

Though he used soft focus and momentary effects he did not work quickly and 

intuitively, in contrast to other news photographers he “spent a long time ‘composing’ 

his scenes and waiting on light effects.”890

 

The role of the “mechanical scientific age” and the difference between painting and 

photography, within notions of what defines fine art, continued to be of debate in local 

art with Eric Manners writing on the topic in an editorial for Art W.A. in 1948.891 Film 

 
888Stannage, C.T. Embellishing The Landscape The Images Of Amy Heap and Fred 

Flood 1920-1940, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1990, pp.59 and 60. Taylor in her PhD. 

Gives the 1938 photograph by Fred Flood titled “The Motor Age”, which depicts noon-

day traffic in St George’s Terrace Perth, as one of many images that conjures up “the 

essence of modern life during the inter-war years in Perth and Australia…”. Taylor, 

prev. cit. p.26. 
889 Gibbons, T. Phone conversation with the author, 4-5-2003. 
890 Stannage, T. prev. cit. p.58. 
891 Manners, E. Editorial, Art W.A., Vol 1, No. 3, 1948, pp.36-37 and p.39. 
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as a medium was also discussed in relation to art, the type of “expression” which a 

particular medium allowed being the area of interest.892

 

During the 1940s how photographic stylization “distracted from the documentation of 

(social)l reality” were also part of local debate. Jackson (Jack) McNamara recalled how 

a Guild exhibition of Axel Poignant’s photographs893 caused local debate on “aboriginal 

half-caste issues, that were of interest to Don (Donald Stuart) and artists who later went 

up North to paint with him.”894  

 

Poignant lived in Perth between 1930 and 1942, also having his work published in The 

Black Swan.895 Melissa Harpley argues that “The standard teleological argument for 

Poignant’s practice as purely a practitioner of documentary will not stand …for reasons 

 
892 Norman A. Uren wrote an essay titled “Films. A Medium for Art Expression” in, 

1949 for Art W.A. that compared film and painting as mediums, looking at structure 

and limitations (Vol. 1,No. 8, March 1949, p.137). 
893 Poignant held an exhibition at Newspaper House 1941 with Hal Missingham, 

although his aboriginal subjects are given as circa 1942 by Harpley. It is possible that 

his images were shown elsewhere. 
894 Jack McNamara (1911-1998), interviewed 1982-1985, 1989-96. He was a member of 

the Communist Party and the Workers Guild (see later in this thesis). Donald Stuart was 

involved in helping the aboriginal station hands who went on strike in the North West of 

Western Australia in 1946. They eventually won their right for independence and 

established a mining co-operative in the vicinity of Marble Bar and Port Hedland. Jack 

prospected in the Marble Bar area, donating samples of his gemstone searches to the 

West Australian Museum. When in the area he visited Stuart and remained a life-long 

friend. He recalled several artists – Alan Baker, Elizabeth Durack, Ernest Philpot and 

Vlase Zanalis - as painting the aboriginal people, though not as dispossessed, during the 

1940s.; he recalled William Boissevain and George Voudouris painting such portraits in 

the 1950s though he remembered only the names of James Wigley and Samuel 

Fullbrook as amongst those who visited and painted at the camp (both painted in that 

region in the late 1950s). The1940s works are contemporary to that of Yosl Bergner and 

all precede the 1960s aboriginal people as subject work of Noel Counihan. In the 1950s 

Elise Blumann, Elizabeth Durack and Clem Ambler painted stylized aboriginal people. 
895 See Axel Poignant bush scene example in The Black Swan, April 1937, p.17. 
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most evident in Poignant’s Western Australian work.”896 While McNamara did not state 

what caused the issues Harpley comments on Poignant’s 1935 documentary “photo-

essays” as inconsistently mixing illustration and the formal language of the New 

photography. The subject matter is presented in an idealized way through his use of 

design and composition possibilities.897

 

Photography became a medium promoted as fine art in a series of contemporary 

exhibitions held by the Art gallery of Western Australian in the late 1970s. During this 

period and into the 1980s the local arts magazine Artlook, which Gibbons was a board 

member of and for which he wrote the occasional review, published monthly “a 

portfolio of at least four works from local photographers, in an attempt to give wider 

coverage to this important field.”898 The interest in the medium also led to new 

photographic galleries opening up; Exposure, opening at the Old Peninsula Hotel in 

Maylands and Quadrata in Stirling Highway, Cottesloe. A delegate from the latter met 

with the director of the W.A. Art gallery Frank Ellis in 1980, proposing that 

photographic art be collected for the permanent collection and that more exhibitions of 

local, national and international photographers be shown at the gallery.899 As will be 

(has been?) explored in Section Two of this thesis, Gibbons has continually investigated 

the mechanical, through the mediums of photography, photo-copy and computer based 

reproduction, as a means of questioning the role of the artist and the idea of fine art, 

along with notions of realism. 

 

According to Lorna McNamara, the University Art Club, the “Music” Clubs and the 

Women’s Writers group were important avenues for “learning” and “discussions”, 

while for Jack McNamara, the “Workers Guild and nature clubs”, along with the 

 
896 Harpley, Melissa.  “Axel Poignant”, Aspects of Perth Modernism 1929-1942, Centre 

for Fine Arts, U.W.A. 1986, pp.42-45. 
897 Ibid. pp. 43 and 44. 
898 See Devenish, Bruce. Ed. “Photography”, Artlook, Vol. 7, No. 7, July 1981, pp.4-8. 

for the quote and as an example of what was published on photography. 
899 For Quadrata see Molloy, Tony. “Photography”, Artlook, Vol. 6, No. 6, June 1980 

p.20. for Exposure see Devinish, Bruce. “Photography”, Artlook, Vol. 7, No. 7, July 

1981. 
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friendships formed within such clubs, was a “way of being involved”.900 Lola Ambler 

believes that the “Artists weren’t interested in talking to a public or becoming 

celebrities. They came from the same work environment and were serious about their 

art. [Away from that work environment] They wanted to find what it meant to be an 

artist in a situation in which they could talk and relate to each other.”901 Arthur Collett 

similarly said; “Wanting attention is a romantic idea. First comes the business of 

relating to each other and exploring what it takes to make something.”902

 

Goddard writes that during the World War Two period, apart from the Women’s Art 

Group with Margaret Johnson as prime mover, there was “virtually no art activity in 

Perth or Fremantle”.903 Elizabeth Blair-Barber has commented that during the 1940s 

and 50s the attitude of society was that it was “not proper” for women, in particular 

wives of successful businessmen, to want a career and this attitude held back acceptance 

of the work of such women as being serious art.904 Arthur Collett described the 1950s as 

frustrating years, as those who held sway over the official art scene were conservative. 

He recalled in classes that he attended that realistic drawing skill was privileged over 

experimentation. This continued until Alan Baker’s appointment at the WA Museum 

and Art Gallery in the early 1960s: “I didn’t care for impeccable draughtsmanship. I met 

for lessons with Alan Baker who, though a realist painter, encouraged experimentation. 

He showed me that design and colour were as important as line; that a collaged shape 

could be regarded as a solution. Alan gave me the confidence to explore abstract 

composition and to follow what I was interested in intellectually. Until then there were 

restraints and limitations imposed by what the officials said art could be, and I found 

 
900 Lorna McNamara, (1919-1987) interviews with author Leederville 1982-1985. Lorna 

was taken to various women’s clubs and then The Workers Art Guild by her mother and 

mother’s friends from the age of 14 onwards. She became a member of the Communist 

Party and was secretary to Prichard for many years. Jack McNamara prev. cit. For his 

comment on “being involved” see under Harald Vike. 
901 Lola Ambler, interview with author Willetton October, 1999. 
902 Prev. cit. 
903 Goddard, previous cit.  p.15. 
904 Blair-Barber, E. Interview. Gregsons Art Division Quarterly Journal, Volume 2, no. 

6, July 1992, p.4. 
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that boring. In his lessons, George Voudouris and to a certain extent Lunghi expanded 

what was possible”.905

 

While the activities of the Women’s Art Group were during the World War Two period 

most visible, there were many avenues for activity being organized by several groups - 

although predominantly for and by women. Examples of this activity are Lola Ambler’s 

recollection of the Kylie Music Club and The Karrakata Club afternoons of music and 

discussion. Similarly there were house opens at the James’s home at the top of Mount 

Street (1920’s) and Ralph and Nora Crisp’s house in West Perth (1930’s) where “good 

food, wine and conversation occurred. …Ralph was a doctor collector while Nora was a 

musician with artistic interests.”906 In support of this recollection Stewart writes that  

“Both Sir Walter and Lady James were patrons of the arts and lovely pictures adorned 

the walls of their home, including works by Plate, Hilder, Rupert Bunny, van Raalte, 

A.B. Webb, George Benson, Elsy Lord, Julian Ashton and lady James’s god-daughter, 

Beatrice Darbyshire, a distinguished West Australian print-maker.”907

 

Lorna recalled that: “Women and men really had their own meeting groups apart from 

the (Workers) Guild activities. Mollie Skinner, Katherine Prichard, Henrietta Drake-

 
905 Collett, Arthur. prev. cit. Collett’s own work that he showed me were abstracts in the 

manner of  early Edwin Tanner and pop styled collages based upon jazz, they were 

undated but circa late 1960s/early 70s. 
906 Both Ambler and the McNamara’s told “stories of meetings” at the James’s, repeated 

for them by older people they met at the Crisp’s, Pelloe’s or Prichard’s (gatherings they 

did attend). It is interesting to note that the Crisp’s son, Dr. Severin Crisp of the U.W.A. 

Physics Department later supported the development of arts at U.W.A. Family links 

between clubs and later educational aspirations can also be seen in Helen Watson-

Williams, member of the English staff at U.W.A., from 1950-1977, where she became 

Associate professor of modern English, who was daughter of Jane Beatrice Vincent 

(1877-1949) founder of the Kylie Music Club, terminated in 1948 but which had a 

membership of 218 in 1932. 
907 Stewart, Noel. As I Remember Them, Access Press, 1987, p.160. Lady James was 

foundation president of the Women’s Service Guild and it can be assumed friends with 

Mary Farrelly. 
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Brockman, Janet Nanson and Emily Pelloe were long time members of the women’s 

writers club and organized many separate activities. (For example???) Writer Club 

meetings were held at members’ houses where we enjoyed admiring collectibles and 

trophies. Collectibles such as art or books were admired alongside glass and 

embroidery. Sometimes there were parties instead of meetings and the men were more 

involved.” Although The Guild was a non-separatist organization Lorna’s comments 

indicate a situation similar to that described by Kirby in the 1970s when “Feminist’s had 

established women-only groups to clarify their ideas and gain confidence to act 

separately from men.”908

 

Of the meetings given by Lorna it was the exhibitions held by Emily Pelloe that Jack 

remembered most favourably: “The Pelloe’s held exhibitions of drawings, paintings and 

photographs as fund raising for the (West Australian) Naturalists Club. Emily was very 

gifted.”909 In response to my enquiry about social networks he added “Of course it was 

the era of home entertainment - singing songs around the piano, reciting poetry, 

discussing politics and the arts.” Mabel Voudouris commented that “Artists were happy 

to exhibit together. The group show was not looked down upon as it is today and 

diversity was accepted. The promotional support and continued presentation of one 

person exhibitions did not occur until the 1960s.”910

 

Of course artists were also seeking more public venues for exhibition of their work. 

During the late 1930s and through out the 1940s, the arts and crafts groups – the W.A. 

Women’s Society of Artists; The Art Group; The Art Club; The Studio Club; the 

Teacher’s Art Club; Women Weavers; Perth Society of Artists; Western Australian 

Society of Artists - along with the photographic groups – the van Raalte Club; the W.A. 

Camera Club; the Miniature Camera Club; the W.A. Amateur Cine Society and the 

 
908 Kirby, S. prev. cit. p.23. Also see comments by Lorna in The Guild section of this 

thesis as well as the section on Women Artists. 
909 Pelloe (1878-1941) was editor of Women’s Interests in The West Australian from 

1923 and wrote under the pen name of Itia. A large collection of her works were 

bequeathed to U.W.A. A selection being exhibited at Newspaper House Gallery on 

August 17, 1942.  See pp.107 – 112,  As I Remember Them, Stewart, prev. cit. 
910 Voudouris, Mabel. interview with author,  prev. cit. 
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W.A. Film Society – were all looking for venues.911 Along with private homes many 

people interviewed mentioned local community and church halls as being extensively 

used.   

 

During the 1930s The Workers Guild rooms was a popular exhibition, though when 

Yorkshire House was replaced by the building of Newspaper House, with the 

conversion of its top floor boardroom space into a gallery, it quickly became a favoured 

venue from 1933 to the late 1950s, for exhibitions by artists’ societies, art groups and 

local and interstate artists.912 During the 1940s Newspaper House was dominant with 

the Claude Hotchin Gallery providing a commercial alternative in 1947. Philpot wrote 

that Hotchin in opening his gallery “paid tribute to the courage and determination of 

artists, and was delighted to assist them in comparing their own work with that of 

Eastern states artists. He hoped that the gallery would be used as a meeting-place, a 

centre of discussion and a means of developing interest in art topics among all art 

lovers.”913 Hotchin probably felt that his gallery would become a focal point for an 

already existing art scene. Indeed in the 1940s the Perth Dinghy club exhibited art and 

showed films, and the stores Foy’s and Mackenzie and Co. encouraged art works to be 

on show, similarly by the late 1940s The W.A. Women’s Society of Artists held 

meetings and small exhibitions at The Loft in Malcolm Street, The Art Group in the 

Gledden Building and the Art Club in the Pleiades Club Howard Street.914  

 

Following this trend from the 1950s onwards various buildings and arcade rooms 

around the city were used to house studios and meetings. Of significance in the 1950s 

were Newspaper House Gallery, the Adult Education Rooms Gallery in Howard Street 

and the Adult Education Studios in Milligan Street and the Foulkes-Taylor Gallery; The 

Loft, Chancery House, Claisebrook Hotel, Royal Arcade and the Cremorne Art Centre, 

in the 1960s; Canterbury Court, Murray Mews, Gallery G, Praxis and Pier Street 

 
911 See Art W.A. issues for club listings and venues for the late 1940s. 
912 Harpley, Melissa.  Beyond The Image Western Australian Women Artists 1920-

1960, Department of Fine Arts U.W.A., 1990, p.8.  

It was completed in 1932 but had the first exhibition was held in 1933. John Brackenreg 

had persuaded the proprietors to convert a section of the top floor into gallery space. 
913 Philpot, Ernest. “Gallery Opening”, The West Australian, March 5 1947. 
914 Arthur Collett interview. Also suggested by the addresses listed in Art W.A.



 - 452 -

                                                

studios, in the 1970s; Media Space, The Maltings Warehouse, Stuart Street, 

Entertainment House, Gotham, Giotto and The Beach Gallery and Canterbury Court 

Arcade, in the 1980s; Spiral, The Lab, The Verge, Jacksue and the Oddfellows building, 

in the 1990s. While this list does not provide all the sites used as studios, exhibition 

spaces or meeting venues, it re-emphasizes the appeal to artists of networking to share 

and support each others’ development.915

 

In the 1950s and 1960s the Adult Education Board’s Chancery House was of particular 

importance as a venue, becoming a multi-faceted resource for Perth Artists. It was a 

venue for art courses, held an art library and was used as an exhibition and meeting 

place for art criticism. Artist’s such as Howard Taylor, Portia Bennett, Guy Grey-Smith, 

Ferry Korwill, Robert Juniper and George Duerden exhibited there, while the women’s 

art group The Studio Club (founded by Margaret Johnson), was one of the groups who 

used it as a meeting place. Charles Lemon (Perth Art Critic), Frank Mills (Artist) and 

Jock Campbell (Art Teacher), were amongst those invited as guest speakers for the 

Studio Club; this indicated an emphasis on art criticism.916 Lola Ambler also recalled a 

talk at the venue conducted by Audrey Greenhalgh.917  

 

Gooding writes in her essay for the Juniper retrospective catalogue that 1951-1961 was 

a period that “saw a distinct trend towards internationalism and a growth of exhibiting 

options through commercial galleries and art prizes. Strong community support assisted 

major art institutions like the Art Gallery Society (1951) and the Festival of Perth 

(1952) to start up and flourish.”918 The Art Gallery Society, as an active adjunct to the 

Gallery and with the active services of Ferry Korwill and Salek Minc during this period, 

“invited visiting artists and raised the profile of art in the community by showing films 

on new art trends, organizing receptions, and purchasing selected paintings for the 

 
915 For information about venues sites from the 1960s onwards see Archer, A. “Artist 

Run Galleries and Studio Spaces in the Inner City Perth 1960-96”, Situation Vacant, the 

Situation Vacant Group, 1996, pp. 20-45. 
916 see Greenhalgh autobiographical notes, A.G.W.A. files. 
917 See section on Clem Ambler for details of this talk. 
918 Gooding, J. essay in Smith, T. (ed.), Robert Juniper, A.G.W.A., 1999,  p.64. 
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Gallery”.919 They also lobbied for the establishment of the Perth Prize for contemporary 

art. Writing about Ernest Philpot’s course towards abstraction during the 1950s period, 

David McNeill also comments on the new generation of patrons, artists and curators 

who “resolved to work towards producing a more cosmopolitan art scene (with Director 

of The Art Gallery of Western Australia from 1952 to 1956 - Laurie Thomas - a “crucial 

figure”).920  

When he arrived in Perth, and as he became active in the local art scene in the mid to 

late 1950s, Gibbons encouraged a local expansion of possibilities and engagement with 

the discourse of Modernism yet, as has been illustrated throughout this thesis (but see in 

particular the section of Philpot), he also warned against what  Fredric Jameson has 

since called the logic of late capitalism: art markets, consumerism and media networks, 

resulting in and turning on an art for art's sake logic - a globalism which regards 

Modernism as culminating in an International style.  

Of the expanding options in the 1950s, Tom Gibbons recalls the Claude Hotchin’s 

Gallery in Boan’s, as well as amongst the furniture displays at Davro Furnishings in 

Jolimont, as places to see contemporary local and interstate art.921 In the 1960s the 

Patch Foyer and Cremorne Gallery were spaces used as an alternative to the Skinner 

Galleries.922

 

McNeill describes the 1950s as an opening up after the “profoundly insular” cultural life 

before the war.923 This dismissal of the burgeoning art scene of the 1930’s (before the 

 
919 Wilson, John. Ferry Korwill, retrospective catalogue, unpaginated, Fremantle Arts 

Centre, 1992. 
920 McNeill, D. Ernest Philpot Retrospective exhibition 1934-1975, Undercroft Gallery, 

1988 unpaginated. 
921 Gibbons, Tom. Phone conversation with author May 4th 2003. Art, at Davro, was 

provided on the walls as decor. This was where Rie Hayman’s husband worked. He 

enthusiastically encouraged Gibbons to lend pieces. Gibbons recalled that management 

decided that one of his “Pop” based pieces, that Hayman had been very keen about, was 

inappropriate for hanging. 
922 Mills, Jenny. I Buried My Dolls in The Garden the life and works of Elizabeth Blair-

Barber, U.W.A. Press, 1999, p.86 
923 Ibid. 
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war) as “insular” is, as will be shown, an exaggeration of pre mass-communication era, 

conditions. Similarly, the impact of war year conditions upon publications had an effect 

as far as documentation and “national” sharing went. However this thesis also presents   

evidence that support for a dynamic and growing art scene continued through-out the 

1940s within friendship and social networking groups. Though Gooding in her thesis 

suggested that interest in Modernism had collapsed in the 1940s, “strong community 

support” could not have arisen from a vacuum.  However, once war was over, this 

interest did indeed flourish throughout the 1950s, giving rise to local forms of 

Modernism.  

 

Goddard notes that Catherine Susannah Prichard was particularly influential in the 

initial Modernists’ debates: “The quasi impressionism of Pitt-Morrison, Linton, Rossi et 

al, persists well after the (First World) war and into the thirties. The next shift occurs 

with the intervention of Modernism through the influence of depression and post-

depression communism. Catherine Susannah Prichard’s influence upon the artistic 

milieu of Perth and Fremantle asserts itself at this time through her agitation and 

continual critique of conservative politics…”924  

 

However it was membership to the Workers Guild and participation in workshops and 

forums informed by their enthusiasm for a broadly accepted socialism, rather than for 

the politics of communism, that was of importance to the participants.925 According to 

Jack McNamara it is the socialist function for art, that dominated discussions of 

Modernism from the mid 1920s until at least the early 1950s.926 Their position that “Art 

is Life” is perhaps best summarized by Dorothy Hewett, in a 1946 essay of that title in 

The Black Swan, who argued that: “the artist’s “job” is progressive, to select what is 

most significant in and most expressive of the peoples’ life”, and through this to present 

ideas of change and growth.927 For Hewett “theories of Art for Art’s sake” flourished 

 
924 Goddard, Julian. “Notes Towards a Western Australian Art History”, Praxis M No.5, 

Winter issue, 1984, p.14. 
925 A viewpoint expressed by both Jack and Lorna McNamara. 
926 McNamara, Jack. Prev. cit. Particularly Vike and those artists involved with Donald 

Stuart. 
927 Hewett, Dorothy. “Art is Life”, The Black Swan, October 1946 pp.19-21, quotes 

from p.19. 
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like a cancer over European culture, thus she advocates a new socialist humanism as a 

response to a period when art was mere ornament.928

 

In “Art as Life” (recalling comments by Burns et al. referenced earlier) Hewett gives 

historical examples and an overview of art as a reaction to the conditions of a particular 

place and time. Her historic examples speak positively about artists who emphasized 

politics and criticized “outmoded” capitalism through “the challenge of realist art.” She 

argues that art is a selective process resulting from the artist’s responses to their 

historical and social context and “therefore there can be no fixed universal standards in 

art.”929

 

As Humphrey McQueen explained: “the Communist Party’s importance in the art world 

did not depend on the artists who were Party members … (as) The Party’s ability to 

influence the course of art depended primarily on its anti-fascism.”930 Of this period 

Arthur Collett believes that;  

 

 While socialism and enthusiasm had people wanting to help each other the 

eugenics movement also had an impact on attitudes. There was the belief that 

sections of the population could not progress and this also led to people forming 

their own groups; not wanting to share. [This became] an elitism that in the 1950s 

held things back as did (ideas of) moral responsibility and social decay.”931

 

In response to the growing number of cultural groups Erna Manners in 1948 published a 

small magazine called Art W.A. As she wrote in the first editorial, providing statements 

that serve the focus of this appendix:  

 

              The compiled information of club and society activities, which is not complete 

in this issue, shows to some extent, how much art is wanted in the adult social 

life of this state today, and what a strong urge there is to cause so much activity 

 
928 Ibid. p.20. 
929 Ibid. p.19. 
930 McQueen, The Black Swan of Trespass, Alternative Publishing co-operative, 

Sydney, 1979, p.67. 
931 Collett, interview with author, prev. cit. 



 - 456 -

                                                

to express the various arts practically. In these early post-war times it is very 

encouraging to have such a healthy and sane outlook and to note what a large 

number of people desire to be constructive.” Thus her aim in publishing the 

activities of the groups of artists was to “serve to introduce them and bring about 

a friendly appreciation, sympathy and support for one another that may not be 

possible otherwise”. By doing this she hoped to “Create a mouthpiece through 

which artists may talk to one another.932

 

At first she divided the clubs and societies listed on her activities page by “their calling 

(music, art, dancing, etc.)”. However after mingling her groupings and then finding that 

many groups served several purposes she found “it impossible not to tabulate them with 

three cross-sectional headings –1: Those creating works of art; 2: Those interpreting; 

and 3: Those mechanically following directions.”933

 

Art W.A. lasted fifteen volumes from July 1948 to October 1949 before Manners closed 

because of the sudden rise of production costs. During its brief period of publication it 

reproduced, amongst others, work by, Leach Barker, Elise Blumann, Audrey 

Greenhalgh, Rolph Harris, Ivor Hunt, Margaret Johnson, John Lunghi, Howard Taylor, 

Guy Grey-Smith, and Vlase Zanalis. By the early 1950s these artists and the social 

groups mentioned above, along with the kindergarten movement, the Scout and Girl 

guides, the Y.M.C.A and the Marching Girl Association, were all part of community 

minded activities and form the ethos of the period.  

 

While there is some indication that the writing and music orientated groups discussed 

art there is substantial evidence that theatre groups and art groups mixed. Arthur Collett 

recalled that “Kitty Gillies interest in ballet, theatre and the visual arts meant some 

interesting parties at her place near the ABC. Her charity fashion parades mixed the arts 

and small exhibitions were held by her in the Devonshire Flats in Milligan Street” 

  

For the connection between theatre and art groups it is worth quoting artist Elizabeth 

Blair-Barber at length: 

 

 
932 Manners, E. Art W.A., Vol 1, No. 1, July 1948, p.4. 
933 Manners, E. Art W.A., Vol. 1, No. 4, November, 1948, p.53. 
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   I have been involved in many things over the years, and one of the first was 

the Patch Foyer Gallery. I was at Patch because I love the theatre and was taking 

acting classes. The Patch had a marvellous idea that we should use the theatre 

foyer to hold art exhibitions which would encourage people to visit the theatre 

and help the artists as well. I was asked if I would organize it. I knew most of the 

artists of that time and I had the experience required. I agreed and we had some 

wonderful exhibitions. People like Robert Juniper, Boissevain and Ernest 

Philpot used to show there and of course we gave George Haynes his first 

exhibition. It was very successful and achieved what we wanted it to do. 

 

At the time I was organizing the Patch Gallery, I had a small studio in the 

Cremorne Arcade that I shared with Betty Haynes. A director of the Patch 

Theatre came to me and asked if I would rent the space behind the studio for use 

as an art gallery. Patch were trying to expand and wanted to rent the ballet studio 

at Cremorne for use as a theatre. Well, I fell for it and took the rooms, then I had 

to work out how to pay for them. So I went to the Perth Society of Artists of 

which I was a member and explained the rooms to them. I told them that they 

could exhibit their works there, use the stockroom and treat the gallery as a base, 

as long as they would help man the gallery. …Audrey Greenhalgh, Betty 

Haynes, my cousin Ian Salmon, Lois Weir, Mr Luttrell and Virginia Stirling all 

helped. … After 15 or 16 years we had to give it all up.934

 

The spirit of self-organization and desire to expand events is also evident in Blair-

Barber’s organization of the arts section of the Hyde Park Holiday event initiated by 

David Crann – “We hired a caravan, erected display boards, contacted the artists, hung 

their works and did everything associated with running an exhibition. … Eventually the 

government became involved, took it over and had to pay someone to do, what we (had 

been) doing for nothing.”935 Artists’ self organization and the desire to expand events is 

the impetus behind the Gibbons’s involvement in The Perth Group, the meetings and 

venues organized by Ambler and Voudouris (see their section) and later co-operatives 

 
934 Blair-Barber, E. Interview, Gregsons art Division Quarterly Journal, Volume 2, no. 

6, July 1992, pp.1-2. 
935 Ibid. p.2. 
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such as Gallery G, Praxis and the High Street Studio Realists in the 1970s,936 and Media 

Space, The Beach, Artemis, Old Customs House, The Verge, Gotham, The New School 

for Collaborative Art, Spiral Studios, The Lab and others during the 1980s and 

1990s.937

 

Darlington, an outer hills suburb of Perth, also saw arts activity and group discussion. 

Ted Snell traces the importance of this area to the people of Perth from as early as 

1890.938 A.B. Webb, Allon Cook, George Pitt Morison, Elizabeth Blair-Barber, Elise 

Blumann, Howard Taylor, Guy Grey-Smith, Audrey Greenhalgh, George Voudouris, 

Robert Juniper, Bryant McDivan, William Boissevain, George Haynes, Hans Arkveld, 

Mac Betts, George Kosturkov, Doug Chambers and Trevor Woodward are amongst 

many professional (and there are many non-professional artists), who have painted 

images of the region.939 Snell, via Bromfield, argues that Elise Blumann’s fascination 

with the botanical oddities of the area (referring to the painting “Gooseberry Hill”, 

1948), “shows how she was able to transcribe these forms into the language of 

Modernism and in the process provide Western Australians with a refreshingly 

informative image of their environment.” 940

 

While Juniper rejected the “myth” of an artists colony there were art gatherings at 

peoples homes and “the artists did collaborate on projects… Brian McKay, David 

Gregson, George Haynes and others helped to frame each other’s work and swapped 

techniques, shared models, taught together in summer schools at each other’s 

 
936 MacKinnon, G.C. “Making A Cultural And Social Impact”, Artlook, Vol. 2, No. 3, 

April 1976, pp.21-22. 
937 some detail to these groups is provided in Fitzallen, C. intro. Situation Vacant, 

Situation Vacant Group, 1996. However the involvement of some artists is omitted 

(such as Cliff Jones in both the Fine Art Print workshop and the Boat Shed Life 

Drawing Classes, and my own in The Lab). 
938 Snell, Ted. Darlington and the Hills, Curtin University, 1990,  p.6. 
939 Listed in semi-chronological order. Kosturkov is mainly an abstract sculptor. Most of 

those listed have also lived in the region. The social occasion of going to Kalamunda is 

also suggested by “From Kalamunda to Perth”, The Black Swan, August 1929, Vol. 13, 

No. 2, p.11. 
940 Snell, T. op. cit. pp.10-11. 
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studios…”.941 Trevor Woodward has spoken of gatherings at George Haynes’ place and 

the generosity of that artist in giving him old canvases, that now form the under-

painting of several series.942

 

Skinner, Prichard and Linton settled in the hills, as did numerous artists, particularly 

from the late 1940s onwards after Howard Taylor and Guy Grey-Smith built houses. 

This artistic community established a “village atmosphere” and “generated a supportive 

group life that spawned significant organizations and events as the Darlington Festival 

and the Darlington Theatre Players.”943 Lorna McNamara recalled that “Nita and James 

Pannell were influential within the early Darlington arts scene. Nita had formed a 

dramatic club during the war. They put on Noel Coward plays at the Darlington Hall, 

along with exhibitions of art that included Elizabeth Durack. She was friends with the 

Durack’s and eventually lived next to them in Dalkeith. Elizabeth’s involvement in 

Darlington was an example of how the arts crossed over.”944 The number of arts groups’ 

active in the hills area prompted the Mundaring Shire to publish a directory guide to 

activities in its area in 1986.945

 

Organizing classes, clubs and one’s own exhibitions has lasted for decades. Guy Grey-

Smith had his first exhibition in 1949 at Newspaper House Gallery and continued 

during the next decade to present his art in this gallery “or the Adult Education Rooms 

in Howard Street, Perth.”946 Even when a greater number of commercial galleries 

became established, artists continued to form co-operatives and find alternative spaces 

(such as the 1990s example: The Beach). Guy Grey-Smith is well known for resisting 

Rose Skinners entreaties for him to become part of her stable in the early 1960s, indeed 

 
941 Ibid. p.13. Esther Constable spoke of attending gatherings at the Taylor’s and Grey-

Smith’s. I accompanied my father to a gathering at Grey-Smith’s in the early 1970s. 
942 Woodward, Trevor. interview with author at the author’s house in Geraldton 1987. 

The formation of the latter’s use of form and colour may owe something to this practice. 
943 Snell, Ted. prev. cit. p.11. 
944 Lorna and Jack McNamara lived in Darlington from the 1960s to the mid 1970s 

when they moved to Leederville.  
945 Stewart, Nancy. Art In The Shire Of Mundaring, Mundaring Arts and Crafts Centre, 

1986, 64 pages. 
946 Ibid p.5 and p.6. 
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during that period he organized his own exhibitions at Christian Brothers College, the 

Adult Education Rooms and Darlington Hall.947 Henry Froudist also held private invite 

exhibitions at the Adult Education Board in the 1960s prompting Hutchings to write in 

1965 (and clearly supporting my thesis) that “Art in the suburbs can be very solid, quite 

serious, and culturally significant to the people who work at it.”948

 

At home or studio invite exhibitions have continued to the present. During the late 

1970s and early 1980s Arthur Collett held monthly “after-noon teas” at his home in 

Lesmurdie that grew “from showing just my wife’s work, to including mine and half a 

dozen friends.”949 In the 1980s and 1990s I was invited to “at homes” and studio 

exhibitions by artists such as Lindsay Pow, Brian Richard Taylor, Cliff Jones, Gladys 

Dove, Marie Hobbs, Thomas Gare, Eddie Pappeldum and John Dahlsen.950 The studio 

exhibitions by groups such as Giotto, Gotham, Spiral Studios, and The Lab were also 

important during this period, as were the artist run galleries such as The Beach, and The 

Verge.951 Gibbons has discussed with Miriam Stannage having “at homes” as “It stops 

all the expense of an exhibition. However it becomes only your friends; you couldn’t 

advertise, otherwise it’s strangers coming into your house.” Rather than join a particular 

 
947 Ibid, p.6. 
948Hutchings, Patrick. “For Art’s Sake”, The Critic, Vol. 6, No. 4, June 1965. See also 

Davis, Annette. , “A Taste of the Perth Art Scene in the 1950s and 1960s”, Artwords, 

Number Five, 1995, p.6: “Reliance on ones own resources as well as energy to organize 

one’s own exhibition at one of the few gallery spaces for hire” continued into the 1960s. 
949 Prev. cit. 
950 I have not listed the many invites extended. I was known as a reviewer for Praxis M 

and then the Fremantle Herald. Artists often said that they held such “shows” as it was 

an avenue for them to receive critical feedback. Because they were not public 

exhibitions I could not print review them. The extent of the dialogue occurring often 

remains unrecorded but it is a valuable underpinning to the more visible art scene. 
951 See Situation Vacant prev. cit.  for details on these artist spaces and studios in Perth. 

It is interesting to note that I had a studio for a year and a half at The Lab and although I 

exhibited in the group shows at The Lab site, and was covered in a review by Nikki 

Miller (“Playground for arts in urban wasteland”, The West Australian, May 4, 1995), I 

am not listed in Lab Artists given in Situation Vacant; indicating how easy it is to slip 

from history. 
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stable, since the late 1990s Gibbons has preferred to book shows at The Church Gallery, 

when he has completed a series he wishes to exhibit. It is a high profile contemporary 

gallery, somewhat between an artist run space and a commercial gallery, as it is a 

gallery for hire but with full time staff and advertising and promotion strategies. 

 

Given the scarcity of gallery spaces and the lack of opportunities for exhibiting and 

selling ones work via a gallery stock room, group exhibitions of art societies and 

competition exhibitions were also regarded as important avenues by artists for gaining 

both an audience and sales. During the 1950s and 1960s the Perth Prize (1948-52), Perth 

Prize For Contemporary Painting (1954-64),  the Perth Prize For Drawing (1965-68, 

then 1970-75 as For Drawing International),952 The Rubenstein Portrait Prize (1960-66), 

the Murdoch Prize (1958-59), the Claude Hotchin Prize (1948-66) plus exhibitions 

organized by the Perth Society of Artists and the Contemporary Art Society, and by 

charities such as Save the Children Fund, attracted entries from local artists.953  

 

 
952 For an overview of the prize and information on its local importance, in particular its 

impact on the prominence of Cliff Jones see “The Perth Prize” in my essay for the 

catalogue Cliff Jones: Survey of Prints and Drawings 1968-1998, School of 

Architecture and Fine Arts, U.W.A., 2000. 
953 See also Davis prev. cit p.6 where she lists Brian McKay, Bryant McDiven, Robert 

Juniper, Gunta Parups, George Haynes, Allan Baker, Dorothy Braund, William 

Boissevain, Kathleen O’Connor, Elizabeth Durack and Guy Grey-Smith as local 

entrants attracted to prizes. She seems to be providing a snapshot of artists who worked 

in the period but may have looked at catalogue entries. Competitions are still a way of 

gaining notice. Some West Australian based prizes such as the University of Western 

Australia Prizes (1965) have been intermittent, while others such as the regional based 

Albany Art Prize (which has been running since 1969) attract many high standard 

entrants from beyond the State.  Tending to attract local artists, many Private Schools 

run art exhibition competitions - to coincide with their annual fetes - that attract a wide 

range of artists and styles. Those artists who can be regarded as having a professional 

standard or reputation, such as Gibbons, tend to judge these prizes and enter invitation 

only exhibitions such the Queen Elizabeth Hospital and Joondalup Prize for 

Contemporary Art 
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Classes and exhibitions are not always formal and yet social gatherings can also inform 

an artist’s practice. For example, although he “never belonged to any group”, Arthur 

Russell recalled that in the late and early 1950s, when he was attending “Perth Tech” 

and developing an interest in art, there were members of groups who he admired and 

“could visit to be refreshed by a glass of wine and chat over what they were doing”.  He 

recalled visiting ‘What became the Foulkes-Taylor group and from them that Nedlands 

group of Betty Bunning (Elizabeth Blair-Barber) and Audrey Greenhalgh. And of 

course Kate O’Connor who, as it later turned out, Tom and Patrick were also visiting.” 

Russell considered the Hotchin’s Gallery and the Perth Art Prize “strong forces for 

local morale; important for unifying every-one in the belief that any-one could go for 

it.”  Russell noted that “Too much has been made of Domus (the magazine). It was the 

regular gatherings that convey the life of the times: meetings at the back of the store on 

the corner of Milligan and the Terrace, with Joe Parkiniovich, where we would have 

kangaroo tail soup and discuss palette knife painting; cheese and wine flowing with 

Foulkes-Taylor or Bryant McDiven; a discussion at Baynard Werner’s on the portrait, 

or listening to a guest speaker that Esther or Roy Constable had organized. Most of the 

Gallery Guides held regular gatherings and people like Wendy Dundas like (sic) to meet 

and chat about art.”  Russell also discussed the strong social networks that have grown 

out of study and work situations; giving as examples discussions at “ George and Jane’s 

(Haynes,) in the 70’s when we were both at W.A.I.T, on Goethe, colour wheels and 

colour juxtapositions, while there are always ex-students who keep in contact.”954

 

Similar groupings and meetings were described to me by artists who trained with Henry 

Froudist. Artists such as Gorge Duerden arranged to paint with fellow artists whilst 

taking classes with Froudist. In 1968 he rented a room in a house on Stirling Highway 

from Madeline Orme who, along with Portia Bennett, was one of Froudist’s eldest 

students. Madeline, with sister Mary, welcomed for the next fifteen years “the gathering 

of bohemia there.”955 Duerden had always fed off and clarified his vision with fellow 

artists. Realizing this, he organized groups of artist friends to meet regularly at 

 
954 Russell, Arthur. Interview with author, September 1999, Northbridge (before and 

after viewing and discussing Juniper retrospective at A.G.W.A. together). 
955 Jones, Cliff. Interview with author at artists house in Cottesloe, from my Master of 

Fine Art qualifying thesis: McNamara, Phillip, George Duerden 1926-1986, University 

of Western Australia, 1992 and “Chapter 4: At Froudist’s”. 
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Leighton. He held a painting day on Thursday and again on Sunday – “We might have a 

sitter, Madeleine’s niece, or we’d paint outdoors there – looking down the side of the 

house to Rottnest, the fig tree, the sunflowers.”956 After Froudist’s death in 1969 his 

students either continued painting at Marlene Page’s loft studio in Mount Street, joined 

the Claremont School of Art Foundation and/or “gathered regularly at Duerden’s Perth 

place of residence.” These artists included Cliff Jones, Miriam Stannage, Nannina 

Prakhof, Jane Kos, Judy Knight and Doug Irvine.957 There was also a wide range of 

artistic people – theatre people, craft people, dancers, musicians, painters and poets – 

who gathered regularly at Nannina Prakhof’s in East Perth.958 Similar friendship 

associations, with meetings in each others studios and at coffee shops, drove the abstract 

art practice of a Fremantle based group of artists in the mid 1980 to mid 1990s 

period.959

 

Suffice to say, the information I have provided has established that artist networks, 

crystallizing in formal and informal groupings, have continued to provide impetus to 

artistic development of Modernism in Perth from the 1930’s to the present.960  

 
956 Ibid, see’ Chapter 12: The Slade Gallery Exhibition”, Irvine, Doug. Interview with 

author. 
957 Ibid, “Chapter 9: The First Breakdown.”  
958 Ibid, see: “Chapter 5: Prakhof and Pottery”. I quote Cliff Jones and Dasha Simkova 

who said “She had a group of people, mainly doing Adult Education, who gathered at 

her house for discussions.” These were in the evenings and on weekends.  
959 For detail see my thesis: McNamara, Phillip. The Fremantle group – Abstract art and 

its reception in Western Australia from 1985 until 1994, Master of Fine Arts, U.W.A., 

1996.  
960 The founding of the Perth Society of Artists as a response by “professional” artists to 

the open exhibition policy of the West Australian Society is an indication of the “at 

home” network of the 1930s. By 1932 nearly 250 amateur’s exhibited with the Society 

at Boans and the “Professional artists felt smothered by the numbers”; see Bromfield, 

David. John Barker Paintings and Ceramics, Centre for Fine Arts, U.W.A., p.15. 

Bromfield considers that the stifled reception of Barker’s “range of artistic skills and 

experience” was because Barker’s level of skill was “inappropriate both to the West’s 

development and more especially to the state of its art audience.” It is this notion that 

the local art audience lacked some type of maturity of appreciation that has silenced the 
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6. The Importance of Patronage to the Local Development of Modernism. 

While public exhibitions by artists were by the 1960s mainly held in places set up 

specifically as galleries, there was until then a general paucity of specific spaces. Local 

artists’ there-fore held exhibitions in halls, studios, hotels, cinemas, theatre foyers and 

their homes.961 Along with organizing their own hangings, exhibitions were also held 

by collectors.  

This “at home” support for the Arts is exampled by the Constables, major beneficiaries 

to the University of Western Australia art collection. In 2002 I interviewed Esther 

Constable, who accompanied her husband Doctor Roy Constable to Perth in 1947, 

about this activity.962 The Constables moved from the Eastern states for the purpose of 

Roy Constable setting up a locum practice in Bassendean. However they were already 

keen art collectors and brought with them a desire to see and collect art.  

Esther recalled that they exhibited their collection in local halls soon after arriving in 

Perth in 1950, again in the late 1950s and in the early 1960s.963 They also accepted 
                                                                                                                                               
type of appreciation for the arts which was given. Indeed the growing number of 

amateurs indicates an avid interest in the arts, as does the earlier coverage of Barker’s 

joint exhibition with Muriel Southern at the Booklover’s Library, Hay Street, in the 

social pages of the West Australian (ibid p.9). In support of my thesis that there was an 

active “do it yourself” scene Bromfield writes p.10 that Barker and Southern held an 

“At Home” during their exhibition “that was attended by many socially and artistically 

influential people”, including Pitt Morison who became one of Baker’s strongest 

supporters in the 1930s. As is indicated by this example, social networking became a 

significant strategy for establishing one’s reputation and for gaining commissions. Of 

the “present” I gave a talk on one such contemporary group – the New School for 

Collaborative Development – of which I was an active participant and committee 

member 1999-2001, at the Art Association of Australia and New Zealand’s annual 

conference in Wellington in 1999. 
961 Arthur Collett and Jack McNamara recalled this range of venues for exhibitions; see 

also comments on Elizabeth Blair-Barber, Claude Hotchin and George Voudouris in this 

thesis. 
962Constable, Esther. Interview  prev. cit. 
963 Interestingly Miriam Stannage recalls that the first exhibition she ever saw was one 

in a local hall around the corner from her father’s rectory. This was most probably one 
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visitors who were interested in seeing particular items as well as in buying, selling or 

trading. June Keesing, a regular baby sitter for the Constables in the 1950s, recalled 

frequent visitors who came to look at the paintings hung on the walls, or Roy bringing 

“People in for a look at a painting that he had stacked with others in the spare room or at 

the back of a cupboard.”964

 Soon after arriving the Constables met like minded people such as Claude Hotchin who 

was also interested in broadening local knowledge about what was happening in 

Australian art over East. Esther Constable’s comments also reflect the need of a migrant 

for contact with their origins:  

              The home exhibitions you speak about were regular. The exhibitions we were 

interested in were generally of an interstate origin. They would advertise in the 

West Australian or through (local) notices. We would always go and see that – 

we were always hungry to see what we had left in New South Wales. …Of 

course galleries need some-one to put on the map and it’s easier if the artist has 

had the hard work done by some other gallery. The Hotchin and Skinner 

galleries broadened our minds to Australian art but it was Rie Heyman – her 

gallery was most useful because she didn’t import exhibitions and had a great 

eye for young artists. George Duerden, John Feeney, Cliff Jones, Miriam 

Stannage – Rie seemed able and interested in nutting out good local artists and 

encouraging them to exhibit. Ron Gomboc later did a similar thing for 

sculptors.965

Though Heymans’ The Fire Station Gallery was important for the promotion of local art 

at the start of the 1970s, Esther Constable considered the Boan’s Department store and 

the Claude Hotchin’s Gallery particularly crucial in the late 1940s, and then Foulkes 

Taylor in the late 1950s for firstly establishing that local art was of a national standard 

and then for promoting the idea of Modern art as good design. Like-wise she also 

 
organised by Esther Constable in 1953 at the Bassendean RSL Hall. Stannage comment 

13-10-2001(I visited after my interview with Esther Constable). 
964 Interview with June Keesing, Shelley, 2002. 

965 Esther Constable’s recollection of the importance of The Fire station Gallery 

indicates the burgeoning of support for local practice in the 1970s.  
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considered members of the U.W.A. English department as significant contributors to the 

local scene: 

The sort of information that you get by seeing a Kate O’Connor next to an Arthur 

Boyd or a Vike next to a Counihan cannot be under-estimated; this is why the 

Hotchin and Skinner Galleries were important. …Local artists appeared very 

Modern, particularly in that domestic setting that some of the department stores 

used and which Foulkes-Taylor also took up. I remember Gibbons exhibiting from 

there. Tom and the others from the University of W.A. - Alan Edwards and Patrick 

Hutchings – really dominated the local scene until David Bromfield came along 

and took over through his Fine Arts course. Their contribution seems to have been 

forgotten after that. For more than twenty years it was the University English 

Department and Salek Minc who provided local criticism and made art discussion 

happen. In magazines, on radio and in books, at functions and gatherings. They 

were all on committees and instrumental in getting major paintings purchased.966

 

Hotchin’s input into collecting and sharing art deserves some recognition here as he 

influenced many local collectors’ approach to using art to benefit public institutions. It 

was during the late 1940s and then into 1950s that the successful business man Sir 

Claude Hotchin (knighted in 1967 for his service to art) began to influence the 

promotion of local art and the formation of public collections. He had arrived in 

Western Australia to run Clarkson’s hardware store for his father-in-law in 1925. He 

successfully turned the business into a chain of stores which he sold out in 1950. 

Hotchin had been interested in the arts since the 1930s, when he began collecting, but 

he became publicly linked with the arts in 1946 when he arranged an exhibition of 33 

watercolours by Albert Namatjira in the king Edward Hotel. He was a trustee of the 

Library, Museum and Art gallery from 1948 to 1961 and the Chairman of the Board of 

the Art Gallery from 1961 to 1964. He also established a prize which he awarded 

annually between 1948 and 1972. His most enduring legacy was a collection of over 

2500 art works given to numerous public collections for the people of Western 

Australia.967

 

 
966 Constable, prev. cit. 
967 see Snell, Cinderella on the Beach A Source Book of Western Australia’s Visual 

Culture, prev. cit. p.117. 
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Hotchin’s, after amassing a large art collection in little over a decade, decided to operate 

a commercial gallery as a means of encouraging and fostering the endeavours of local 

and interstate artists.968 The success of his Namatjira venture from the year before also 

probably led to the opening of his own gallery in 1947, in Hay Street above Skipper 

Baileys car showrooms. Although he showed work of artists from other parts of 

Australia he was particularly interested in the work of local artists. He showed and 

purchased their work for his own collection and for numerous public collections. The 

gallery operated for four years, with only Newspaper House Gallery offering artists 

another commercial venue: “The exhibitions were displayed in a gallery above the car 

firm of Skipper Baileys. The gallery walls were cream and there were huge carpets, 

period furniture and even a grand piano for concerts. Openings were gala social events, 

well patronized by society figures and private collectors, and extensively reported in the 

press. Many local artists such as Allon Cook, Audrey Greenhalgh, George Benson and 

Ernest Philpot received boosts to their careers through regular exhibitions at the Hotchin 

Gallery.”969 The Hay Street gallery ran until 1952 and he opened another in 1958 on the 

second floor of Boans city store. 

 

As a benefactor he purchased and donated art, much of it made by local artists, to 

hospitals and regional shires. Apart from purchases made from interstate galleries, his 

own gallery and other dealers, he also acquired the winning works from the Claude 

Hotchin’s Art Prize for Western Australian Artists (1948 to 1972), donating them to 

regional collections. His donations now form the basis of important regional art gallery 

collections in Albany (1949), Bunbury (1948) and Geraldton (1949) as well as 

important hospital collections at Royal Perth and Sir Charles Gairdener. The towns of 

Katanning (1951), Northam (1952), Narrogin (1953), Collie (1954), Fremantle (1958), 

Manjimup (1960), Wagin (1962), Kojonup (1963) and Beverley (1967) also received 

major gifts. It is interesting to note that having been donated a collection that the major 

regional centres and the Sir Charles Gairdener hospital instigated art prizes that both 

promoted local art talent and furthered their own collecting. Gooding writes in her essay 

on Hotchin that “With the high public profile that the gallery and prize gave him, 

Claude Hotchin became central to the arts community of Perth and in 1947 he was 

 
968 see catalogue notes quoted in the catalogue Sir Claude Hotchin Art Bequests, essay 

by Janda Gooding, NETS WA, 1992. 
969 Ibid, p. 10.Gooding notes that the work exhibited was conservative in style.  
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invited to serve on the board of the Art Gallery and Museum of Western Australia. He 

later served as Chairman of the Board 1960-1964. He also served on the Senate and Art 

Committee of the University of Western Australia and was awarded an Honorary 

Doctorate in 1974.”970 In 1971 he established the Claude Hotchin Art Foundation at the 

Art Gallery of Western Australia, with the bulk of the estate to benefit the foundation 

and to purchase Australian art works. He died in 1977 with the Art Gallery of Western 

Australia his major beneficiary.  

Esther Constable commented: 

I have a Degree in Science and my interest in abstract art has developed from 

that; though we were hungry for knowledge on art and Modern development all 

the time. There were gatherings at the Gledden Building on the corner of Hay 

and William Street. Many people would gather there. I remember Elise Blumann 

giving a talk on Léger and Picasso. She had original works on paper – woodcuts 

and drawings – spread around the room. It was one of the best talks on Cubism I 

have ever heard and where Roy developed an appreciation of the importance of 

works on paper. Durack, Cook, Baker, Minc and Grey-Smith – James Cook 

when he was Director would give excellent talks on the circle and the square in 

the history of art from the Greeks up, or the relationship of the science of the day 

to art. Salek Minc’s talks would include slides from his travels around the world 

and we would be exposed to things not too many had seen. Grey-Smith gave a 

lecture at Newspaper House and at his parties part of the entertainment would be 

a quiz on art. The Society of Banana’s was part of these gatherings. Any-one 

who wished could turn up to talk on music, literature, science, arts. Salek 

Minc’s, the Rayden’s and James’s in Perth and South Perth were places the 

Banana’s would meet most regularly. Ivan and Pat Jordanoff held exhibitions.  

Laurie Thomas was a font of knowledge; along with James Cook.971

 
970 Ibid, p.12. 
971 Constable, Esther. Prev. cit.  

Re - Banana Club also Gibbons prev. cit. Of interest is that Gibbons recalls when he 

was at Scotch College in the mid 1950s that he went to an art exhibition and then to 

what was his first meeting of the Banana’s at a “Pharmacist’s house in Nedlands” before 

“they became one of the earliest to move to Darlington.” This was most certainly the 

Jordanoff’s. By the 1960s the Banana’s were meeting “Sunday afternoons in the fruit 
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In support of Constable’s recollections Pat Jordanoff indicates, in a reply to Hendrik 

Kolenberg’s request for dates of exhibitions, that such an exhibition was held at her 

house at 9 Park Lane Claremont with five artists – Juniper, Grey-Smith, Lunghi and 

Voudouris.972 In the early 1950s the Jordanoff’s was an important meeting place as it 

was on the “marriage patch” for U.W.A. lecturers. Indeed the Gibbons were close by 

and Juniper was living in a flat below Jordanoff’s garage; painting cubistic styled 

images.973  

Having expressed an interest in abstraction I asked Constable if there had been an 

interest in abstraction by local artists in the 1940s and 1950s. She said that amongst the 

representational images were a few experiments in single colour and tone done during 

the 1930s and 1940s by Percy Tassell, that influenced single tone work in the 1940s by 

Ambler and Philpot, she had been “excited” by “atom based” matter paintings by Ernest 

Philpot  in the 1950s, and by the cubist based works of Voudouris, Grey-Smith, Juniper 

and Taylor in the 1950s.974 Constable’s interest in “process” art had continued and she 

 
shop in Zimple Arcade. The displaced central Europeans gave an inter-disciplinary mix 

and we were excited by the direct line of succession that gave Perth with the early 

Modernists – Richard Van Men’s architect had worked on the Dutch Pavilion for the 

New York World Fair in 1938 with van Doesberg, Froudist was a pupil of Nam Gabo, 

the constructivist, and Kokoshca.” The reader should note that I had previously asked 

Gibbons several times if he could recall The Banana Club. The detailed response quoted 

here was given by him several months after the initial enquiry in which he could not 

recall such a club. This memory came after a request from Julian Goddard for anecdotes 

about the Banana Club prompted by comments by Arthur Russel in Starkey’s PhD 

thesis.  I had a conversation with Gibbons after visiting Esther Constable and asked if 

the Pharmacist he’d told me about earlier could have been the Jordanoff’s who she had 

mentioned by name. Gibbons could not recall the statement I was seeking clarification 

about. As what I quote here is very close to what Russell said to Starkey, Gibbons’s 

memory may have been influenced by Goddard’s enquiry. 
972 Letter c. 1980. A.G.W.A. file for Jordanoff. 

973 Smith, Trevor.  Robert Juniper, prev. cit., p.25.  

 
974 To answer this question Esther took me into a study where she went into a filing 

cabinet to find an exercise book and a stapled typed booklet of artists’ names. She read 
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had collected late 1990s work by Karl Wiebke, Jurek Wybraniec and Michael Iwanoff 

(mentioned earlier in this thesis in relation to Gibbons’s interest in process).975

 

Work shown to me by Lola Ambler indicates that tonal values was a feature of Clem 

Amblers 1940-50s work, while a 1945 review describes Ernest Philpot’s “luminous 

atmospheric effect” in landscapes painted “with a restricted palette that could become 

monotonous were it not for a true sense of values.”976   

 

Extending upon the discussion of abstraction Esther Constable went on to say that: “In 

the 1940s the main experimenters were Harald Vike and Herbert McClintock.” For the 

1950s the names Esther recalled were “George Voudouris, John Lunghi, Gisela Szoke, 

Robert Juniper, Guy Grey-Smith, Tom Gibbons, Brian McKay and Ernest Philpot.” For 

Esther it was Brian McKay, Tom Gibbons and Miriam Stannage who pioneered the 

experiments of the 1960s, with Tim Burns, Annette Lodge, Ruth Haywood, Lee Carroll, 

James Allen, Robert Birch and Craig Gough in the 1970s. She regarded Howard Taylor 

as an artist whose “genius” lay outside what other artists were doing.977   

 
from the extensive lists and, when she tired, got me to read from the lists. She stopped 

or stopped me with the raising of her hand to discuss certain artists, their merits and 

influence on the period they painted in. After forming a preliminary list she then revised 

it to come up with what I give here. Within the period of the initial reading there were 

several artists she reflected on, most of these women or not of Anglo-Saxon sounding 

name, who she then dismissed with “No, they only had one exhibition” or “They didn’t 

stay”. She didn’t give me time to write those names down and dismissed my enquiry by 

saying “We donated a work of theirs to U.W.A. you’ll find it on their list of our donated 

works if you’re interested, but she didn’t become important. Give me some more 

names.” Given her age and her tired-ness I obeyed the instruction. 
975 Work by Wiebke and Iwanoff were on display on the walls of Constables home at 

the time of the interview, while she retrieved an intimate “oval pink” work by 

Wybraniec from a drawer to discuss with me “As there are only a few people who 

appreciate my love of this type of work.” 
976 G.B. “Artists in Uniform,” review for The West Australian, 13-2-1945. 
977 The Constables became friends with Howard and Shiela Taylor when the Taylor’s 

were living in Nedlands and visited them and the Grey-Smiths when they bought 

properties in the hills.  
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To sum up this section what is indicated, from the Workers Guild to the present, is a 

desire to find and self-define creative practice. Although the art scene of the 1930-60s 

period can be described as loose affiliations of artists, actors, writers, dancers and 

musicians who enjoyed each others company in a variety of settings – from official 

clubs to hotels and private homes - their activities were a means of exploring a range of 

artistic practices. My argument is that the desire to define views on the nature and value 

of art, its cultural significance in the education of people and its role in the world of 

ideas, indicates at work both a Modernist sensibility and an informed, or supportive and 

wanting to be informed audience.  

 

7. Clem Ambler and George Voudouris - Acceptance and Debates About Style  

The previous sections of this appendix are based on the idea that private groups were 

integral to the development of Modernism in Perth, the original research for this being 

prompted by the fact that these groups remain mostly unrecorded. These groups did 

however, have connections to artists whose histories have been recorded or which are 

still retrievable and thus the evidence of their support for the development of a 

Modernist sensibility comes through a closer look at these individual artists.  

 

There are also particular artists who I wish to compare with Gibbons’s entry into the 

Perth art scene. These artists have been selected because their names were given minor 

mention by several people I interviewed, yet the frequency of their mentioning suggests 

that these artists held links with several art groupings. A discussion of these artists, 

along with others, will help the placing of Gibbons’s history in the wider context of the 

social and cultural development of Western Australia.  

Clem Ambler (1907-1989) 

Clem Ambler, an illustrator at West Australian Newspapers for 45 years, studied 

Freehand Drawing, Light and Shade as well as Pen and Ink Drawing at TAFE in 1925-

27.978 He was taught by “Mr. Webb and Linton”. Ambler married fellow student Lola 
                                                 
978 Ambler, Lola, interview with author, Willetton October 1999. Lola was proud of his 

grades and “although he could have used his talent in other ways” he went on to use his 

skills “to provide for a family”. She was very proud of his length of service at the West 

Australian and wanted it recorded that Clem Ambler was member No. 119 of the 

Australian Journalist’s Association, W.A. District. 
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Halliday and successfully went on to take over one section of Stanway Tapp’s 

department when he retired in the 1930’s. In his employment Clem Ambler re-touched 

photographs, drew maps and designed advertisements for The Western Mail, Country 

Man and magazines. During the early 1940s he spent 18 months in the army where “he 

met some fellow artists interested in Modernism and drawing”. He returned from 

Queensland with four thick spiral-top sketchbooks with “Two to three drawings per 

page. Pen and ink figurative sketches of men sitting outside tents, sipping tea, or 

landscape sketches of the jungle they camped in”.979 The drawings in these sketchbooks 

indicate versatility with a range of techniques - from use of stipple to contour outline 

drawing, from quick cross-hatch shading to soft and realist shading. In his newspaper 

work he was well respected by his peers and fellow artists. Cedric Baxter recalled that 

Ambler was friends with Perth Technical School teacher and well-renowned water 

colourist Ivor Hunt, and that they were both shy and circumspect; a trait which meant 

that Ambler was not prolific.980

 

Cedric Baxter, who began working under Ambler for W.A. Newspapers after Hunt, said 

that he had the talent to earn a weekly income as an artist and “trotted me two doors up 

the Terrace to Newspaper House and told his wartime buddy Clem Ambler, the head 

artist at the newspaper, “Clem, you need this kid – he’s a natural”.”981 Baxter’s opinion 

is that Ambler’s role at the newspaper was mainly administrative as “Clem had been 

promoted to head of the department and he felt himself vulnerable to the talents of his 

contemporaries – Clive Gordon, Fred Harfey, Ron Bocking – he’d been plucked from 

the bunch and ended up doing all the administration; very little had his signature on it.” 

He also considered Ambler’s administrator’s role to be “very much of the old school – I 

had to bring my drawings from Tech into show him. He absolutely affronted me, where 

I had drawn a soft line he took a big thick pen and wrote ‘get a hard pencil and draw’. 

He wanted me to get more structural, to get some responsibility towards what I was 

 
979Ibid. For information on Ambler also see Erickson, D.  “Between the Wars 1919-

1934”, chapter 2, p.45 Art & Design in Western Australia Perth Technical College 

1900-2000, TAFE, 2000. 
980 Cedric Baxter phone conversation with author 27-7-2003. 
981 Baxter, Cedric. “Speaking of Success’, The Artist’s Chronicle, page 19. Photo-copy 

in my archives, issue unrecorded. 
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drawing and not go off on flights of fancy. He was absolutely right of course and it is a 

lesson in drawing I have repeated for my own students.”982

 

The mediums that Clem Ambler worked with through-out his oeuvre include traditional 

mediums such as pencil and pastel, oil paint, gouache and water-colours, as well as 

more experimental materials such as collage, found wood constructions, wood carving, 

junk sculpture and welded copper sculpture. 983 Baxter recalled seeing only super-realist 

work exhibited in Newspaper House exhibitions, with “only” 5-6 pieces submitted for 

the Studio Group of Six exhibitions in which they both participated.984 Lola recalled him 

exhibiting in the 1940s and 1950s in private houses in Nedlands, North Fremantle and 

Yokine, and publicly at Newspaper House with other members of the Studio Group of 

Six.985 He won the Claude Hotchin Prize, Bunbury, Canning City Art and Dunlop Prize. 

The Claude Hotchin’s and Bunbury Prize resulted in exhibitions in “the Southwest at 

Mandurah, Bunbury and Albany”.986  

 

According to Lola Ambler, the encouragement of Claude Hotchin’s for the work of 

local artists to be compared with the work of Eastern states based artists, led Clem to 

enter the 1952 nationwide Dunlop prize (1950-55).  The prizes were divided into two 

main groups, for oil and watercolours. In the 1952 competition both Clem Ambler and 

Ivor Hunt received ‘special’ prizes and gained local publicity due to the fact that the 

prize “was judged by the respected professional artist’s Daryl Lindsay and Will Ashton, 

and the war artist Ralph Malcolm Warner.” Harald Greenway, Murray Griffin, Arthur 

Boyd, Max Ragless and Charles Bush were amongst the other winners. The prize win 

encouraged Clem to work at exhibiting regularly “with the thought of becoming a full 

 
982 Baxter interview with author, prev. cit. 
983 Lola was quite proud of his wood carvings and copper work, examples on display in 

her house at the time of my interview. While some wood carvings were accomplished 

animal figures, with abstract qualities in the manner of Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, the 

copper pieces - fish and lizards – could be classed as kitsch. His stylizations were thus 

quite broad. 
984 Baxter, Prev. Cit. 
985 She recalled the studio of well known speech and drama teacher L. Kavanagh being 

used in the early 1940s. 
986 Though Lola could not recall in what venues. 
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time artist. But to put together (regular) exhibitions takes a lot of work and expenses. 

[Then] You go on and on and get nothing for them.”  It appears that his wife’s concerns 

about the need to provide for a young family, the expense of framing and materials for a 

body of work, combined with a paucity of commercial venues kept Clem Ambler 

working at the newspaper. Though he continued to seek out the company of other artists 

by the 1960s he was painting and “creating for himself …always exploring new ways of 

working without having to get (them) exhibited.” He tried to exhibit again and be 

accepted as a serious artist after his retirement, approaching Perth galleries to exhibit a 

range of old and new work, but “He was not remembered as a prize winning artist and 

the only places that would take a few works at a time were galleries like the gallery out 

of Mandurah.”987 He took down a few recently completed works, but without frequent 

sales did not pursue it.988  

 

While his sketches and advertisements feature the human figure, Ambler favoured man-

made structures in his paintings, becoming increasingly expressionistic in style as he got 

older.989 His 1930s and 1940s work images architecture and relies on tight geometric 

shapes and a limited palette.990 In the 1950s his paintings are more adventurous in the 

 
987 Perhaps the Trethfallen.  
988 A similar situation was anecdotally told to me by June and Ken Keesing about 

novelist and artist Nina Gare whose Shelley house they purchased. They were offered 

the purchase of paintings by her husband who said that he had been trying to interest 

galleries in the estate but with no response. 
989 These comments are based on a few paintings in private collections that I have seen 

and the work I saw displayed, or was shown, at Lola’s house at the time of interview. 

The Australian Arts Sales Digest indicates that no works have been offered for auction. 

Research of Gregson and Flanagan catalogues, including the lesser sales, also indicates 

that none have been offered. This suggests Ambler held onto his work and sold very 

little, or that those who own his work don’t wish to sell, or that he destroyed much of 

his output. 
990 Lola indicated that experimentation with restricted colour patterns was regarded as 

Modernist, she gave Norman Aisbett as a mentor, and Jean Lang and Ernest Philpot as 

broader experimenter’s within this style. There is some mention of Lang p.50 and p.52 

art and design in Western Australia Perth technical College 1900-2000, where she is 
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juxtaposition of shapes and textures - where cray pots against beach shacks, silos and 

boat yards indicate use of tonalism and a cubist tendency - whilst late 1960s and 1970s 

works are bush and drover scenes, stylized with the brushwork in an expressionistic 

manner.991 In contrast his sculptures and constructions appear to be done for relaxation 

rather than to develop a serious oeuvre. His small constructions indicate whimsy and 

humour, recalling some of the hanging work of Robert Klippel, while the larger carved 

wooden pieces, particularly those using found wood, are worked minimally and 

elegantly - using the natural form and twists of the wood to suggest animal forms such 

as a Polar Bear or Otters chasing each other. The copper sculptures use welded oblong 

and scrap shapes to form stylized fish, birds, lizards and sea-dragons. After the 1950s 

his work moves away from the progressive development of ideas and techniques, to a 

more haphazard and disjointed approach and, though he kept making art, it is play rather 

than serious endeavour. 

 

However Ambler’s 1950s advertisements for the Weekend Mail indicate a Modernist 

design sensibility based upon Cubism and Orphism. Collett discussed local interest in 

the commercial work of Douglas Annand, particularly his graphic design use of type 

and his exploration of collage and later photomontage.992 Ambler’s use of collage and 

graphic elements may be related to this wide interest by local artists in what was 

happening elsewhere, but more conclusively Ambler’s use of cubism can be linked to 

the local work of Fred Flood and Norman Aisbett.   

 

 
recorded an illustrator, however there is no indication that she was an “experimenter.” 

See Philpot section of this thesis for discussion of his art practice. 
991 These statements are based upon work I was shown or have seen.  An example of his 

1950s “striking graphic work” is reproduced in Art & Design in Western Australia Perth 

Technical College 1900-2000, prev. cit. Fig. 51 on p.47. 
992 For an overview of Annand see McDonald, Anne. Douglas Annand The art of Life, 

National Gallery of Australia, 2001. I have not seen enough of Ambler or Annand’s 

work of the same period to comment on influence. What is of interest to me here is the 

seeking of wider knowledge within the field; my argument being that this indicates a 

Modernist sensibility through the artist being able to apply choice. 
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In her PhD. Robyn Taylor traces the heritage of this Modernist sensibility through Fred 

Flood’s 1930s work and Norman Aisbett’s 1940s work.993  Flood, who worked for the 

West Australian and the Western Mail from 1919 until his retirement in the 1950s, first 

as a process-engraver in the preparation of artwork for advertising and then as a full-

time photographer, was thus a colleague of Ambler’s. Tom Stannage refers to Clem 

Ambler in his description of Flood as a precise and meticulous worker, indicating that 

they had a close friendship.994  

 

In her PhD., Taylor also establishes the role of journals and magazines in Western 

Australia’s general awareness of the Modern Movement and states that “While 

Modernist experiments in the realm of the fine arts were anathema to the art 

establishment in Perth, there was obviously no such compunction in the decorative and 

graphic arts. Here the theoretical intentions behind Modernism could be by-passed and 

its surface appearance used for other means and ends.”995 However evidence of this 

thesis suggests that artists such as Ambler, who were amongst those who worked in 

commercial art and “created using the sophisticated language of and technique of 

Modernism”,996 were in their clubs and associations attempting to work “in the realm of 

the fine arts” and to grapple with theoretical intentions. The “anathema” distinction 

between the sensibilities of local decorative and graphic and fine artists given by Taylor, 

hinges on the definition of “the art establishment” and the by-passing of artists who 

were commercial as serious fine artists. My research indicates that at least Ambler was 

interested in more than decorative surface. Within the closure of her thesis Taylor also 

draws a similar conclusion to what I argue within this thesis. While reminding the 

reader that conservative sentiments were not isolated to Perth she argues that 

“assumptions about the lack of local knowledge need to be questioned and that 

Modernism came to Perth via the Eastern states.997 Citing the art of Vike, Blumann, 

‘Erbet and Bennet, and the findings of her own investigation into the development of a 

Modernist sensibility within local architectural practice, Taylor finds that “whatever 

 
993 Taylor, Robyn. PhD. prev. cit. see in particular “Modernism and modernity in Perth 

and its context within the Australian experience”, Chapter One, pp.25 – 61. 
994 Stannage, C.T. prev. cit. p.58.  
995 Taylor,  PhD. prev. cit. p.30. 
996 Ibid. p.27. 
997 Ibid. p.426.  
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was achieved here was done within the certain knowledge of contemporary ideas and 

practices which informed the Modern movement.”998

 

While in his early 1930’s work Ambler was interested in “harmonic compositions like 

Ivor Hunt or Robert Thompson”, he returned from the army “wanting to use his eye for 

patterns but be less restrained in his textures and colour.”999 The early 1940s Perth art 

scene that Clem Ambler returned to after his service was one where Modernism was in 

debate. Then in his early thirties he appears to have become involved with other local 

artists of a Modernist sensibility, co-signing a letter to the West Australian with Ernest 

Philpot asking for state support of the arts: “Might we suggest that W.A. should take a 

leaf from the U.S. book and make it Government policy to nurture and encourage any 

manifestation of artistic urge seen in the people? The State should regard creative art as 

a precious thing and citizens who are able by their natural talent … should be supported 

by the State so that they can work unhindered by the knowledge that they must first earn 

their living at some other uncongenial and to them unproductive job…”1000 The effect 

of what became America’s cold war policy on the arts and the resulting international 

influence of American art is covered in Stoner-Saunders’ Who Paid the Piper? The CIA 

and the cultural cold war.1001

 
 

998 Ibid. p.426. See pp. 424-426. Taylor notes that this observation has also been made 

by architectural historian Duncan Richards. See Richards, Duncan. “The Spanish Scene: 

Some 30’s Houses of Marshall Clifton (1903-1975), The Architect, Vol. 28, No. 3, 1988 

pp.16-20. 
999 Lola Ambler prev. cit. Perhaps by texture she meant juxtaposition of different 

structures and natural against manufactured materials. Certainly Baxter’s comments and 

the work that I have seen indicate that he didn’t experiment with texture until the 1970s 

when his late “expressionist” paintings incorporate collaged material to provide texture 

to the paint. His constructions also indicate a collage sensibility, probably also 

developed in his cut and paste lay-out work. 
1000 Ambler, C. and Philpot, E. comment letter to the West Australian, 15-10-1942. 

1001 Stoner-Saunders, F. Who Paid the Piper? The CIA and the cultural cold war, Granta 

Books London, 1999. 
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The 1942 concerns expressed by Ambler and Baxter over support for the arts remained 

a concern for these and other artist’s through-out the 1950s.1002 It was again brought to 

a public attention in 1961 within a public debate on the financial and institutional 

support of local artists. In a symposium held at in U.W.A.’s Winthrop Hall titled  “does 

the community get the art it deserves?”, James Pembathy was reported in The Critic as 

saying at the symposium that local talent gets “so little financial support” that they 

“migrate from this sickly climate” or “turn to more socially acceptable methods of 

getting enough to eat.”1003  

 

It can be argued that local conditions did not change over the following decades. 

Artist’s migrating from Western Australia, or giving up practice for employment, were 

the same repercussions David Bromfield regularly rallied against forty years and more 

on from this debate. Indeed Bromfield did not regard material conditions such as 

distance, or lack of information “about the current nature of art elsewhere” as cause for 

a paucity of quality art and a predilection for conservatism, for as he consistently 

argued; we have always been information rich, but sensibility poor. For Bromfield what 

has prevailed is an institutionally dominant trend of conservatism that he saw 

exemplified in the selection of works for the exhibition Western Australian Painting 

1900-1950.  In an echo of Pembathy’s 1940s point of view, Bromfield blamed the status 

of the artist and art within the community for the absence of “a vital independent art 

world, describing the result as the domination of “cycles of conservative bad taste”.1004 

Like-wise Anne Gray has linked a lack of substantial government support during the 

1920-1950 period to the public’s conservative attitude towards Modernism, suggesting 

that due to lack of public education there was no art audience.1005 However an 

alternative argument is that because the institutions lacked status in the eyes of the 

artists, they were encouraged to develop and continue the “at home” environment 

presented by this thesis. Although artists have left the state, or been discouraged by the 

reception of their practice, this is a condition of practice experienced by artists in many 

locations and contexts. 

 
1002 See comments by Lola Ambler in this section on Audrey Greenhalgh. 
1003 Petterson, S. Review, “The Art We Deserve?”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 11, August 

1961, Perth, p.64. 
1004 Bromfield, David. Aspects of Perth Modernism 1929-1942, prev. cit. p.3. 
1005 Gray, Anne. Western Australian Artists 1920-1950, A.G.W.A., 1980, p.2. 
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In February 1945 Ambler exhibited in an Artists in Uniform exhibition at Newspaper 

House. Commented on were Ambler’s “frontline scenes painted in an individual manner 

in harsh flat colour that is extremely forceful.”1006 The debates about Modernism do not 

seem to have abated. In March 1945 The West Australian newspaper published in its 

“the Common Man” comments section a view on Modern art that brought about a series 

of letters, published during March and April, on the condition of art in Australia. Lionel 

Jago gave comment, but the longest letter was by Ernest Philpot.1007  

In it he debates with a previous letter writer the idea of Modernism and the purpose of 

art. He argues for technique being as important as subject matter and writes about pure 

art and simplicity describing a painter of a front door; “if he aesthetically sensitive and a 

craftsman” as also “the happy artist.” Thus “a lovely full-bodied enamel of pleasing 

colour, flowed over a panel and allowed to dry without a blemish, is of itself a thing of 

beauty to those who can feel its beauty…” He however backs away from “pure art’ as 

“the emotion engendered by it is exquisite; so exquisite, and felt by so few, that to offer 

enamelled panels as works of art would be ludicrous.” It should be noted that Philpot 

exhibited abstract paintings in 1953 and made poured enamel “sensation” paintings as 

early as 1956 (sending some of these to London in 1956 and exhibiting them in Perth in 

1959), a number of years before Ralph Balson’s matter series.1008

Another writer who remains anonymous by signing “A Common Man” discusses the 

creative act by quoting Zola and Delaroche, and uses as examples Claude, Rubens, 

Turner, Sir Edwin Abbey, Rackham, S.H. Sime and Watteau. Another calls for the 

public to study “various art viewpoints” as this enables the art loving public to “develop 

a highly critical appreciation and enhanced aesthetic knowledge.’ That the major state 

newspaper is willing to publish such letters indicates the contemporary relevance of 

such debate, the level of knowledge being sought by the public and supports the 

previous public calls, already discussed, for institutional support of the arts. It is also an 

                                                 
1006 Author unknown, “Artists in uniform exhibit at Newspaper House”, The West 

Australian, 13-2-1945. 
1007 Philpot, E. “Art In Australia”, Letters to the editor, The West Australian, 14 – 4 –

1945; page number not in A.G.W.A. archive 
1008 See Philpot, E. autobiographical remarks, A.G.W.A. Philpot file. 
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indication that the 1939 debates were not the pinnacle of the discussion and that an 

informed public was still attempting to both understand and develop Modernism.1009

During the 1930’s Yorkshire House was replaced by the building of Newspaper House 

and its’ top floor boardroom space converted into a gallery. It quickly became a 

favoured venue, from 1933 to the late 1950s, for exhibitions by artists’ societies, art 

groups and local and interstate artists. According to Arthur Collett,  Clem Ambler was 

one of a group of employees of the newspaper who, along with Ivor Hunt, held informal 

control over what was exhibited at Newspaper House during the 1940s and 1950s. 

Collett described Ambler as “a popular and good artist”, despite his belief that this 

“informal control” meant that certain networks of artists remained dominant and, “if 

you wanted the opportunities of publicity that Newspaper House brought, you had to 

bother to prove yourself to them first”.  

Collett’s comments are some-what supported by Cedric Baxter, who joined the 

newspaper in 1949. Baxter recalled that during the 1950s “there were no strong feelings 

for sharing or ensuring wider access as there were at least 18 artists working within the 

newspaper who said they wanted to exhibit (at Newspaper House).” He went on to say 

that the feeling was that the exhibition space was an extension of their workplace and 

the prime purpose in setting up the space was to respond to newspaper workers’ desires 

to exhibit and gain recognition for their fine-art practice. This meant no prominence was 

given to extending an invitation to artists outside of the West Australian newspaper 

colleague circle:                                

Artists certainly approached Ambler, as head of the Art Department, seeking 

access but at first he wanted the space to be associated with newspaper artists. 

…The hierarchy decided was based on age and length of service but the number of 

older colleagues passionate about maintaining a fine-art profile quickly 

diminished, leading to my inclusion in the group shows. People wanting to 

exhibit, or at least submitting work for exhibition, changed quite dramatically. 

…The Studio Group of Six was often more than six and always a changing group. 

However we decided to keep the moniker for promotional purposes. The question 

of whom else to bring in was also based on promotion – who might bring in a 

crowd. The only gallery to exhibit totally unknown artists was the Cremorne; very 

supportive yet criticized for the variable quality.” He could not recall home shows 
 

1009 Letters to the editor, The West Australian, 14 – 4 –1945. 
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until the 1960s and 1970s when “the style of domestic architecture changed, which 

allows for display areas” although he is of course discussing his own move from 

South Perth to Kalamunda where his “whole house is a gallery with a trickle of 

sales off the walls.”  For Baxter the practicality of living as an artist was difficult 

to support from gallery exhibitions with the high commissions and thus for him 

“the dribs and drabs, just to keep the pot boiling, comes from supporting the big 

private school art exhibitions like Guildford, P.L.C., and charities like the Guide 

Dogs, Red Cross or fund raising auctions where they take only 25% 

commission.1010

However apart from Collett’s claim of Ambler’s power, little evidence of this artists 

“popularity” or influence, aside from the letters to the West Australian, appears to have 

remained. What conditions, or levels of sophistication, changed to bring about this 

silencing? 

 

Lola Ambler said to me that Ambler remained an active artist up until a couple of years 

before his death. However he found it increasingly difficult to find a gallery willing to 

exhibit his work and, as he “had made no money from it even when he was winning 

prizes”, he ceased to publicly exhibit. He did attempt to regain an audience after his 

retirement but, as has already been mentioned, could not find a gallery willing to grant 

him a solo show and he thus “after retirement, made art only for pleasure.”1011

Yet in comparison to Ambler’s constricted focus, since retirement Gibbons has 

exhibited regularly, received commissions and been invited to enter prestigious local 

competitions, such as the Joondalup Prize for contemporary art. He has had few sales or 

won any prizes and has frequently commented to me that it is artists who support the 

“arts entertainment industry” by spending resources (both time and costs) on making art 

and then consigning it without charges for a “possible” commission return. He also 

ironically comments on the contrast between the intellectual intention of the artists and 

the gallery circuit environment that caters for a middle class taste for mingling with 

 
1010 Baxter interview prev. cit. 
1011 This economic plight for artists is not new and continues. Indeed in 2003 The West 

Australian reported that the economic situation for artists has not improved from 

Ambler’s experience, “with an average income of about $15,000 per year.” See 

Buggins, A. “Cultural hub loses artists” and “Backyard blitz takes studio”, The West 

Australian, 23-4-2003, p.38. Quoting Jenny Wright from the Artists Foundation of WA.  



 - 482 -

                                                

bohemia while treating the artists’ output as another appliance. However Gibbons has 

approached his lack of sales with practical acceptance, he exhibits out of an interest in 

sharing ideas and one person shows at a gallery remains the most convenient way: 

 

             We’ve (Miriam Stannage and Gibbons) tried home-openings, but it’s such an 

intrusion for the same results. Whether at home or in a gallery it’s a few friends or 

institutions who buy. We could stop exhibiting but if we’re making the work and 

deciding to share it then why not let a gallery handle the fuss? They have a wider 

mailing list and provide a better chance of us recovering costs.1012  

 

The problematic of art as a social process and the tension between “ideas” and the 

commercial nature of the gallery system (Bourdieu’s symbolic or material profit), is at 

the foundation of aesthetic value in the Modern world. Sociological analysis of value 

hierarchies in the arts, including the structures and processes of their creation and 

dissemination, highlights that art and an art scene require a “multiplicity of 

collaborative creators”,1013 indeed it is the implications and complications of reading the 

multiplicity of these arts’ “masks” which is explored in both sections of this thesis. That 

Gibbons enjoys employing various strategies to show that an art work is both more and 

less than the creation of a single artist and never unique, thus undermining two 

principles that underpin society’s romantic notions of creativity and cultural use of art 

objects for status, adds further irony and complexity to the context I am describing.1014

 

Strategies for achieving and maintaining status (DiMaggio 1982), the populism and 

elitism effects of displaying art and soliciting an audience (Zolberg 1986), appear to 

have either eluded or defeated Ambler. What led from his call for an active and 

supportive “professional” art scene in the 1940s, to an eventual withdrawal from 

exhibiting?  

 

While the course of his oeuvre indicates several issues, amongst them support for mid-

career artists and the artist’s need to make a living, the evidence and anecdotal record of 

 
1012 Gibbons, Tom. notes from phone conversation 2001. 
1013 Zolberg, V.L. “The art object as social process”, chapter 4 Constructing A 

Sociology Of The Arts, Cambridge Uni. Press, 1990, pp.79-106. 
1014 Ibid. pp.85, 118 and 142-61. 
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his life also supports this thesis’ proposition that an active art scene exists behind and 

parallel with more well known aspects of a scene.  

 

Clem Ambler was a friend with Norman Aisbett, John Lunghi and Ernest Philpot who 

all encouraged his art practice, but it was The Group of Six who became on-going 

mentors for each other. From the early 1940s until the late 1970s he belonged to this 

group of artists who met socially to “discuss Modern art and support and encourage 

each other.”1015 Lola Ambler recalled that the group went through several changes 

“according to who was working for the Newspaper”. At first a wide group of people 

interested in art met as part of this group, but by the early 1950s there were six regular 

members who “wanted to be considered serious artists”. These were – “Clem Ambler, 

Norman Aisbett, Cedric Baxter, Stuart Cownie, Henry (Fred) Harffey and Carter the 

younger”.1016  

 

However membership remained fluid and one of the last groupings that she recalled 

existing, prior to Clem’s retirement in 1972, was “ Clem Ambler, Ronald Bocking, 

Henry (Fred) Harffey, Stewart Cownie, Paul Rigby and Athol Snook” and that “Fred 

and Paul were cartoonists and saw that as a solid basis for serious art… Fred was one of 

several interested in the potential of art to be political.” Though Rigby shared Harffey’s 

professional and long-term pre-occupation with cartooning’s potential for cultural 

criticism, as a group they were more interested in geometry and tonal work.1017  

 

Lola described how, as well as one of the few who remained an active participant in The 

Group of Six, through-out his life her husband also pursued and arranged “many other 

opportunities to develop his art”. She recalled how Stanway Tapp, W.A. Newspaper’s 

Art Director, encouraged Ambler to experiment with pattern, colour and the ideas of 

jazz, while both Tapp and Harffey “tried to set up (artistic) challenges.” Clem Ambler 

participated in The Group of Six to develop his painting, went to some “Society” 

meetings in Perth and South Perth,1018 enrolled during the 1960s in night classes at 

 
1015 Ibid. 
1016 Ambler, Lola. prev. cit. Lola tried to remember full names but couldn’t. “Carter the 

younger” is possibly Lindsay Carter. 
1017 Ibid. Both were cartoonists for WA Newspapers. 
1018 possibly the Banana meetings at Lana Raydon’s. 
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Applecross High School to develop his wood carving and sculpture making abilities, 

and attended courses at Rod House after his retirement.  

 

For Lola, it was decided that the Newspaper House gallery was a space suitable for six 

artists – allowing for enough paintings by each artist to indicate their abilities – but also 

there were six artists regularly meeting in each other’s studio’s to discuss and share 

ideas, so they initially called themselves the Studio Group of Six but changed this to the 

Group of Six for exhibition purposes. Lola recalled that the artists in and around the 

group were interested in expanding what was available for artists and because of this 

Aisbett “started up a nude studio where women and men could draw - together and 

without having to first draw statues.”1019 This places their main activities in the 

1950s.1020 As previously mentioned Baxter considered the name to be a moniker for 

promotional purposes and that the number of artists exhibiting under the name 

fluctuated, however it appears that there were six regular members and that the group 

functioned very much like The Perth Group later did. As Guy Grey-Smith exhibited at 

Newspaper House and was the founder of The Perth Group, it is interesting to 

conjecture whether he was inspired by this slightly earlier group.   

 

Along with practical activities, the Studio Group of Six also read and discussed art 

books, sought out other groups and attended various talks and meetings. Baxter stated 

that the employees in the art and design section of the art department of the newspaper 

had access to “a significant library of art books and magazines for consultation and 

professional knowledge”; the newspaper “subscribing to Graphis, Studio, De Gebrauch 

Graphic and Studio International which were all bound at the end of the year.”1021 This 

 
1019 Ambler, prev. cit. 
1020 Also see Baxter’s comments on this drawing group in the previous discussion of 

censorship. 
1021 Baxter prev. cit. He flicked through the latest magazine illustrations but “never read 

the art books” and was of the opinion that “not many others did either”. He gave as 

evidence the fact that when they were re-located for refurbishment there were many 

more books in this library than expected with “art books and magazines at the back of 

the cupboards dating back to the 1860’s.”  The library was “raffled off” rather than re-

located and he gave as further evidence for his opinion that “Not many put tickets into 

the hat when the older books were being divided up.” He showed me a hand bound 
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library was housed in their office space and, prior to the departments re-furbishment in 

the early 1960s, held material dating back a century to the 1860s (the newspaper having 

been established in 1833). While Baxter professed not to have been interested in reading 

about art until he started teaching in the 1970s within the TAFE system, it is 

nevertheless interesting that such material was available and had been from an early 

period of West Australian History onwards. Although the historical material was ‘de-

accessioned’, the art section still maintained their contemporary professional knowledge 

through their subscriptions. Baxter himself subscribed to American Artist, Art in 

America and Playboy, the later from 1962.1022

 

Lola Ambler indicated that Audrey Greenhalgh was amongst the “other groups” who 

helped other artist’s explore Modernist ideas: “Up to date art books were available at 

Town and Country Bookshop at Newspaper House, (conveniently) near the gallery 

every-one was exhibiting in. No one wanted to waste time repeating what others had 

done better, so there was a sharing of information from what you purchased.  …[For 

example] Audrey Greenhalgh gave a talk on the changing forms of art; from a book by 

that English critic and abstract artist (Patrick Heron).”1023

 

 
volume of the Art Journals of 1867 with hand pressed etchings that he got because it 

“was one book no-one wanted.”  
1022 At the time of the interview he had a complete run of Playboy “apart from a few 

issues that were not released because of censorship.” He had drawn a series of 

humorous cartoons of a bawdy nature that he had sent to them in the 1960s and which 

he was re-drawing and re-submitting. 
1023 Lola recalled talks and lending of books amongst artists. From the discussion 

Greenhalgh’s talk was possibly at Chancery House. From her description and 

knowledge that the critic/artist had later exhibited in Australia we agreed that it was 

Patrick Heron. A book by Heron titled The Changing Forms of Art was published by 

Routledge and Kegan Paul in 1955. By chance I found this edition of the book, 

inscribed by Greenhalgh, for sale at Mainly Books. Sections have been underlined and 

asterixed. It is interesting to note that in the autobiographical notes held by the Art 

Gallery of Western Australia that Greenhalgh listed herself as “self taught from books” 

(These were most probably sourced from the Adult education Library and her own 

purchases such as Heron’s book). 
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Amongst Lola Ambler’s recollection of Clem and Audrey Greenhalgh’s sensibilities 

from this period was a focus on rhythm, the quality of curves and the choice and 

manipulation of proportion; these aspects of style being what an audience responds 

to.1024 Thus the prime concern of artists was developing “the physical qualities of paint 

and the technical system they use to direct response”. Continuing Ambler and Philpot’s 

earlier requests for government support of the arts, the power of Paris and the need for a 

painter to live in a climate that is both sympathetic to and which also helps stimulate 

their vision, was also a focus of discussion in this period. However Lola indicated that 

Clem and other local artists came to not expect financial success from their art, that the 

economic position of Paris on painters was the same as for local painters, and that 

“being obsessed with painting was more potent than success.”1025  

 

George Voudouris  (1920 – 1990) 

Mabel Voudouris immigrated to Perth with her husband, artist George Voudouris, in 

1948. Both had trained at The Cleveland School of Art; George, after his war service for 

the Greek army, from September 1946 until the end of the academic year 1947-48, 

majoring in both Fine and Commercial Art.1026 Whilst studying he worked in the 

Interior Decorator field. They had planned to marry and immigrate to Australia after 

graduation and carried through with this plan with George exhibiting on the boat over. 

Mabel said in an interview with me in 2001 that she was one of the first Americans to 

immigrate to Western Australia and that her and George, who was of Greek parentage 

and background, were “an exotic curiosity”. While Arthur Collett considered the Greek-

American background of Voudouris to have hampered his sales, Cedric Baxter, who 

migrated from Burma to Australia in 1946, considers his background in commercial art 

to have been a more central issue. Baxter’s comments extend from the late 1940s period 

                                                 
1024 This is important in relation to Greenhalgh’s own work. Her comment on Chancery 

House as a venue is also of interest; see the section on clubs for further information. 
1025 Emphasis on style and focus given by Lola Ambler however see Heron, Patrick. 

London 1955, The Changing Forms of Art, Routledge Kegan Paul, London, 1955. The 

quotes used in this section are from pp.265-266 as underlined by Greenhalgh. It can be 

assumed by the publication date and the location of the talk that Greenhalgh’s talk 

occurred during the mid to late 1950s.  
1026 George Voudouris’ academic records and reference letters courtesy of Mabel 

Voudouris archive. 
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into the 1970s, and along with insights into the oeuvre of Voudouris, also indicate the 

continued debates about technique, the role of critics and local response to a Modernist 

sensibility: 

 

          Perhaps racism was a factor in George’s acceptance. Louis Kahan was also held 

back here, and had problems being recognized, because he was a foreigner. I can’t 

recall any racism in the sense of virulent racism. It was more a sense of alienation 

or foreignness where the girl at the counter was convinced she wouldn’t 

understand me. Americans were generally well accepted - I studied alongside 

many de-mobbed Americans, who were studying art before returning home, in the 

Tech. art department huts on the Swan River foreshore where we were taught by 

Ivor Hunt  (very shy, it was hard to get to him) and Bob Thompson, though 

George was also Greek and that added foreignness. When dealing with people 

George was gruff and mistrustful, which worked against him. (However) His 

difficulties in the 1960s was more to do with snobbery, which stemmed from the 

University critics, such as Tom Gibbons who I have never met, Salek Minc and 

the others. Criticism is opinion and tastes, you are conditioned and patterned on 

what you want to see, and art success is just being in the accepted groove. There 

was a certain snobbery and if you weren’t in the stream it flowed past you very 

quickly. The people who were promoting art from the University in the 60’s 

wanted serious ideas and for you to do everything from knowledge. The 

University crowd were the promoters and therefore their ideas went through to the 

buyers. I believe that George did not break into the top stream because he was 

associated with the commercial stream. Louis Kahan, and even John Lunghi and 

me, we had our roots in the commercial side and were effected as well. When I 

became critic for the Sunday Independent in 1968, though I had the privilege of 

having the space to write my opinion in, I was a reporter more than a critic. I just 

gave my personal opinion and have always maintained that my function was to say 

this artist is showing at this gallery at this time. I had never read any books about 

art or completed any proper study, and I’m now appalled to say I didn’t do any 

until later when I started teaching at Tech. I have since immersed myself in 

reading and done a lot of catching up. (Yet) I went and looked and gave my 

opinion and it had the advantage that I wasn’t influenced or impressed by a name, 

I just went to see as many shows as I could and wrote on what I liked.  A lot of 

people, who were denigrated by other critics, gave me so much feedback for 
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writing about  and explaining their work. I particularly liked visiting the Cremorne 

Gallery, run by Betty Bunning/Blair-Barber. They had a genuine target of 

supporting people who couldn’t get a show anywhere; a lot of people got started 

there.1027

He went on to say: 

             

George was a superb illustrator of fashion and furniture and I don’t think he had 

any peers. Aherns and several factories always used him; Brian Danton followed 

in his footsteps and would have made a great fine artist. In the 1970s, when 

George found it difficult to make a living out of his art and commissions, I got 

him a job as a teacher. Marjorie and Vic Bussey had helped get me a job, when I 

had no idea of how I was going to earn money, after the collapse of the Sunday 

Independent in 1971, and I continued the favour. George was prepared to divulge 

his secrets, of which he had many, and he took his teaching responsibilities 

seriously, but I think it impacted on the time he had for his own art.  At Tech I had 

an argument with Tom Higgins, who was head of drawing, because he was telling 

students to draw from knowledge and I was saying it doesn’t matter why they 

drew a line, it was how they drew it. Higgins taught from knowledge and accepted 

some awful stuff because of that, while I told students that the implications and 

demands of industry would sort them out. That’s the difference between fine art 

and commercial art, it’s the difference between having a client and performing and 

performing and hoping to find a client. In the end I believe that fine art is making 

art for yourself and hoping some-one else likes them. You can’t teach such 

contrived accidents.1028

 

Mabel Voudouris recalled that they also arrived in a period “when doctors, lawyers and 

property owners wanted to be a friend of an artist.” She described the 1940s and 1950s 

as a time “when art groups were a lively social force” with “some more friendly and 

accommodating than others” where “there were few art schools and galleries, thus 

 
1027 Baxter, Cedric. Prev. cit. 
1028 Ibid; the silences in his talking while he put his thoughts together are of course 

missing, the printed transcript giving a more stilted effect. 
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meeting at home amongst friends with a glass of wine was common practice; and a 

means of discussing new ideas and new trends in the art world in general.”1029

 

She recalled gatherings at the Shacklock’s, Jordanoff’s, Zimples, Juniper’s and Edwards 

and considered the decade “before the economic boom of the sixties” one of artistic self 

direction that resulted in stimulating discussions and exhibitions that: 

 

Were informal in the sense that there weren’t any invitations or price lists. It was 

just word of mouth that some-one’s house would be open for the weekend or there 

would be a display somewhere. … These were informal gatherings but well 

supported by the general public. Some grew into quite big events with over five 

hundred coming along; sometimes a notice in the newspaper increased interest. It 

was just this sort of response that encouraged commercial galleries to set up.1030

 

Indeed art activity increased to such an extent that - “By the late 1950s artists such as 

Ernest Philpot, William Boissevain and Lorna Prendiville were advertising in the pink 

pages (telephone directory). Guy Grey-Smith didn’t, but I think he still saw that the 

commercial galleries were putting an end to an independent era. Guy knew that if the 

galleries became the centre of cultural life, then this would have a profound effect on 

the acceptance of alternatives. Once you were out of favour you became a marginal 

group and it became harder to participate. George was quite well known in the 1950s 

and early 1960s yet was forgotten by the 70s.”1031 Cedric Baxter opinioned that the 

teaching that Voudouris did for evening TAFE, juggled with his freelance commercial 

art  work, “kept his hands full and made him very reclusive.”1032 Baxter implied that 

 
1029 Voudouris, Mabel. Interview with author, Roleystone, 2001. 
1030 Ibid. 
1031 Ibid. There is no section for artist listings in the Classified Business and 

Professional Section of the 1957 Perth Telephone Directory, though there is from 1958 

onwards. However whether the artists list because of the new competition with 

commercial galleries is difficult to ascertain. The first Art Galleries listing occurs in 

1961 with only the West Australian Gallery in Beaufort Street and Hay Street Galleries, 

the Mona Lisa and The Gainsborough listing.  
1032Baxter, Cedric. Phone conversation with author, July 29, 2003. 
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this reclusivity eventually kept Voudouris outside of the dominant art networks and he 

slipped from attention. 

 

George Voudouris worked for a short period in the early fifties at J. Gibbney and Sons, 

as a commercial artist under John Lunghi. He then began freelance work as a graphic 

designer and designer of furniture for companies such as Star Furnishings and Zimples, 

earning a living whilst enjoying the opportunity of pursuing his interest in the arts.  He 

worked in a range of mediums, drawing, water-colour, painting and sculpture, and 

shared his knowledge with interested artists such as Robert Juniper. As described by 

Mabel, artists interested in Modernism began meeting: “Making art together and 

meeting socially, pursuing their own directions yet with support from one another. They 

pushed the exciting new prospect of Modernism, not only in the arts, but also in 

architecture and furniture design.”1033

 

George Voudouris held a joint exhibition with Vaclovas Ratas at Newspaper House in 

March and April 1950. The catalogue indicates Greek, American and Australian land 

and industrial-scapes, along with portraits, still-lives and two abstractions. The 

exhibition was opened by the United States consul (Mr. G. L. Hunter) and given 

publicity in the These People section of the social pages. The West Australian review, 

titled “Two Forms of Art Important Perth Exhibition”, notes the “enthusiastic gathering 

of art-lovers” who attended the opening and praises Voudouris for his “variety and 

originality”, thus:  

              

Mr. Voudouris explores many styles, covers a wide range of subjects, and 

identifies himself with a number of Modern movements. He is eager for 

experience, and experiments freely in search of a personal style. When he 

assimilates our way of life, he may be expected to contribute much to local art.1034  

 

This first review expresses the difficulties that critics would continue to have with his 

work: Voudouris remained varied and experimental in his use of styles and mediums, 

never developing a particular way of imaging, and though he did base work on 

 
1033 Voudouris, Mabel.  prev. cit. 
1034 C.G. “Two Forms of Art Important Perth Exhibition” The West Australian, March 

1950. Mabel Voudouris archive. 
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Australian themes he also continued to image the exotic (thus Collett’s comments on a 

parochial “racism”, along with praise for Voudouris’s continued search for ideas and 

expression within a variety of styles)  

 

During the 1950s George Voudouris exhibited regularly in group shows, both Perth 

Society of Artists shows and smaller exhibitions at Newspaper House, or private 

residences. In reviews his work was singled out for its “Modern vein”, for going 

“outside nature for their effects” and linked with other Modernists - Greenhalgh, Lunghi 

and Philpot.1035 In 1954 George Voudouris exhibited at the Adult Education Rooms 

Gallery, in Howard Street Perth, with Robert Juniper and Patricia Jordanoff; a year after 

the latter two had held a successful exhibition there. The exhibition was opened by the 

collector Dr. Ron Constable. 

 

In the West Australian review “C.G” (Hamilton) stated: 

 

The three exhibitors at the Adult Education Gallery have an uncompromisingly 

Modern outlook. As Dr Constable pointed out in his opening address, they were 

serious young people who are trying to express what they feel about the life 

around them today. Their work reflects or opposes the hurry and bustle of city life, 

its frustrations and opportunities, and the confusion it arouses in the youthful 

mind. George Voudouris plans carefully, develops step by step, and paints in 

stages to achieve the final result - in oils that is. His watercolours are more 

spontaneous and suggestive. His work this year is the best he has yet shown us. 

The exhibition should attract all interested in the performance of our younger 

artists.1036  

 

The review indicates the use of the city and everyday as the subject, (since Vike in the 

late 1930’s a subject imaged as frequently as landscape by most local artists) as well as 

the stylistic tendencies for either carefully constructed geometric or expressive work. 

The comment that Voudouris’s more spontaneous work were his water-colours supports 

 
1035 C.G. “Varied Art Display” and “Improved Paintings on Show”, The West 

Australian, date unrecorded, Mabel Voudouris archive. 
1036 “C.G” (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Art Show reveals Modern Outlook”, The 

West Australian, Tuesday August 24, 1954. 
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Baxter’s observation that the medium was the more experimental for the period (in that 

they were taking up a growing tendency towards expression). Later that year Juniper 

won the Perth Prize for Contemporary Art with ‘St Xavier’s thorn and a fetish’, creating 

local debate about Modern art. By the end of 1956 (in a show opened by Salek Minc) 

Voudouris’ work was showing “less realism and more abandon than formerly” and his 

“broad style and strong, vibrant colours” were effective in providing “abstractions of 

plant form, groups of objects and landscapes.”1037 Thus by the mid 1950s a move away 

from realism, via use of colour and the abstracting of form, was central to the style of 

those artists who wanted to be considered Modern. 

 

Mabel commented on the successes of the 1950s decade for her husband both in 

invitations to exhibit alongside other well-respected local artists working in the 

Modernist vein and the number of reviews on his work. The exposure led to George 

Voudouris being exhibited at Skinner Galleries in the late 1950s and early 1960s. His 

work was also included in travelling shows of West Australian artist’s in the early 

1960s, but poor sales and unfavourable reviews during the mid 1960s saw his 

opportunities dwindle:  

 

Rose was very clever. During the 1950s home exhibitions had become very 

fashionable. People would hang their and their friend’s art on the walls and have 

an open house. As I said it was not uncommon for a couple of hundred people to 

turn up. Rose could see the commercial possibilities. The success of Patricia 

Jordanoff’s home shows and the success of that garage gallery (Foulkes-Taylor) 

indicated she was onto a sure thing. …Of course the success of Robert and Pat’s 

exhibition at Skinner’s (1959) put a stop to Guy’s wish to be outside the 

commercial gallery system. I don’t think Pat sold any but Robert almost sold out 

and, all of a sudden, people realized that there was money to be made. I can’t 

remember Pat exhibiting there again, it was really the end of her and an era, yet it 

was the beginning for Juniper.1038

 

 
1037 C.G. (Charles Greenlaw Hamilton) “Art Show Reveals Progress”, The West 

Australian, Mabel Voudouris archive. 
1038 Voudouris, Mabel. Prev. cit. 
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Mabel also gave the opinion that the larger group shows of the 1950s gave way to 

smaller selected group shows and solo shows during the 1960s because of the perceived 

commercial need to promote individual artists, or for artists to exhibit with some-one of 

equal quality.  

 

In the 1950s, alongside these home shows were exhibitions in town halls and attempts at 

studio galleries such as Allan Baker’s in Applecross, where “he manned the space on 

weekends and hung works on loan from the key WA post-war Modernists Guy Grey-

Smith, Bob Juniper and Howard Taylor.”1039 The 1950s also saw the tentative 

beginnings of Modern institutions like the dealer's gallery and the art prize in the 

Eastern states. The Western Australia's history of exhibitions in studios and houses, 

with the annual salon type exposition from the art society, as already outlined in this 

thesis, was typical of what occurred in other states. Commercial galleries such as the 

Rudy Komon Art Gallery in Sydney also opened in 1959 and thus "begun the demand 

for one person exhibitions and promotional support that proliferated in the 1960's".1040

  

Further comment on The Skinner Galleries should be made as it and the David Foulkes-

Taylor Gallery were in the late 1950s the only commercial galleries, with The Skinner 

Galleries dominating most of the 1960s. The Skinner Galleries were opened in 1958 at 

31 Malcolm Street Perth, running until 1976. Many artists were successfully promoted 

by Rose Skinner during this period and, if she liked the work, were given regular 

exhibitions; an example is George Voudouris, who exhibited there in 1963, 1964 and 

1965 and again in a group exhibition in 1969. For many years the exhibitions offered 

were a mix of artist society, group and individual exhibitions, where the artists hired the 

space from Rose and exhibitions of artists she regarded as her stable. The latter 

exhibitions she bore the costs of staging and these were the ones more actively 

promoted by her.1041 While Sydney had commercial galleries operating from the 1920’s 

(Grosvenor and Macquarie), and the department store galleries – David Jones and 

Blaxland – had opened in the 1940s, the shift from “the focus of art buying… from the 

 
1039 Cook, Robert. Allan Baker – A Survey, Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery, 2000, p.12. 
1040 Catalogue, The first Gallery in Paddington, (an account of the Rudy Komon Art 

Gallery), Sydney 1981, author unrecorded. 
1041 Some of the hired exhibitions, particularly early group ones, are not listed in her 

records held at A.G.W.A. although there are reviews to say they occurred. 
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group shows of the Contemporary Art Society and the Society of Artists to the private 

galleries” and “one person shows” occurred in the late 1950s when Terry Clune opened 

in 1957, Barry Stearn in 1958 and Rudy Komon in 1959.1042 Thus the one-person 

exhibition and promotional “edge”, that a new style of art dealing introduced to an 

Australian art world, was occurring simultaneously in Western Australia.  

 

 

Mabel Voudouris was particularly articulate about Rose Skinner’s influence and her 

comments support evidence already given in this thesis: 

              

The local market for contemporary art had been developing quite strongly in the 

1950s, people bought directly from home exhibitions which were well supported. 

However the advent of Skinner's and other commercial galleries limited those 

opportunities. It became particularly difficult in the 1960s when she thought it was 

good to import Eastern states artists. I can see that she was trying to make it 

reciprocal and expand the market for artists under her patronage, such as Bob 

(Robert Juniper), but Eastern State Galleries were more parochial than those here. 

Even in curated travelling shows West Australian art was ignored. Only Bob was 

included from here because of Rose's patronage and contacts. I'm not blaming him 

- the curators never bothered to look for themselves and took Rose's word for 

it.1043

 

Judging by the collection of Rose Skinner’s, described by Patrick Hutchings in Art and 

Australia as featuring individual representative ranges of paintings by many Eastern 

states artists - such as Arthur Boyd, Sydney Nolan, Donald Friend, Ray Crooke, Sam 

Fullbrook, Fred Williams, John Passmore, Ian Fairweather, Sali Herman, Russell 

Drysdale and Fred Williams – her interest was in artist’s of national stature. There is 

some indication in Hutching’s tone that Skinner’s  “importing” of Eastern states artist’s 

wasn’t really reciprocal in motivation, more based upon the realization that she had 

“paid too much for her first Nolan – forty-five guineas; having bought the picture she 

 
1042 see Chapter 7 ‘Art World On The Move” in Anderson, Patricia. Elwyn Lynn’s Art 

World, Pandora Press, 2001, p.72   
1043 Ibid. 
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found that the then going price was twenty-five guineas”.1044 However Hutchings writes 

that as an art “agent” she exhibited and collected these now nationally famous artists not 

as an “investment” but because they “were starting off” when she was.1045 Yet in the 

seventeen years of gallery ownership prior to the publication of the article, the only 

West Australian “exceptions to the rule of exclusiveness are Robert Juniper, George 

Haynes, Brian McKay and Geoffrey Wake” and William Boissevain.1046 Though the 

article praises her “generous” “willingness to exhibit the newer people” and the 

“younger up-and-coming painters”, this information is in a paragraph relying on quotes 

from Skinner and is some-what subverted by the opening and concluding information 

provided by Hutchings in his essay, as well as the opinion by Mabel Voudouris that 

"She (Skinner) had no views on the work itself, just on the overall popularity of it and 

whether there were sufficient sales."1047

 

It is interesting to note that of The Perth Group, who she had first exhibited, only the 

two artists who stayed with her are in the collection. It is surprising that a collection of 

such stature, particularly a West Australian selection based on the landscape genre 

would not hold a Guy Grey-Smith. Gibbons’s work, being Pop and Op based, would 

have been too avant-garde as “Rose never responded very warmly to abstract art, to 

hard-edged painting, or to Albert Tucker’s vision of evil…She may have felt that 

Perceval or the early John Olsen were a little too boisterous and exuberant – likewise 

Rapotec.”1048

 

 
1044 Hutchings, Patrick. “The Art Collectors 13 The Rose Skinner Collection”, Art and 

Australia, Vol. 12, No. 2, Spring 1974, pp.142 –151. Quote from page 142. 
1045 Ibid p.145. 
1046 Ibid p.149. Boissevain was also in her collection, making five local artists, his work 

was illustrated in the essay but not listed in this sentence of landscape painters. Her 

“stable” of West Australian artists, up until the time of the closure of her gallery, 

consisted of Cedric Baxter, William Boissevain, George Haynes, Robert Juniper and 

Geofrey Wake, thus apart from the exclusion of Baxter and the inclusion of McKay, 

those W.A. artists publicized are the artists she dealt in. 
1047 Voudouris, Mabel. prev. cit. 
1048 Edwards, Allan. The Joe and Rose Skinner Bequest, Undercroft Art Gallery 

U.W.A., March 1982. 
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The importance of the David Foulkes-Taylor Gallery for Gibbons has already been 

indicated in this thesis. The Foulkes-Taylor Gallery exhibited paintings alongside other 

domestic art and furnishings; as did several furniture showrooms. It is of interest here 

that a review for a Jordanoff home show, The West Australian, September 12 1955, 

opens with the sentence indicating a similar mix, as well as an indication of the number 

of people visiting such “at homes”: “The show of architecture, sculpture, textiles and 

painting at the Jordanoff home during the weekend attracted a crowd of over 500 to the 

opening.” The review mentions that there were six artists exhibited – Patricia Jordanoff, 

Helen Grey-Smith, Guy Grey-Smith, Robert Juniper, John Lunghi and George 

Voudouris. All exhibited together the next year at Newspaper House and each of these 

artists was later to be exhibited at Skinner Galleries, either in group shows, or solo 

exhibitions. Robert Juniper and Patricia Jordanoff, after group shows for the Perth 

Society of Artists and then the Murdoch Prize for Genre Painting exhibition, forming 

the first individual artist show for the gallery (from December 16 1958 until January 3 

1959).  

 

During the late 1950s and early 1960s Voudouris was invited to exhibit in group shows 

at Skinner Galleries. In the 1950s he had worked as a commercial artist, working at fine 

art during his own time, however by the early 1960s sales and interest from a 

commercial gallery prompted him to try full-time painting. In April 1963 Voudouris had 

a solo exhibition at Skinner Galleries and was one of fourteen artists selected by Rose 

Skinner for exhibition (in the same month) in “Paintings From The West” at the 

Museum of Modern Art and Design of Australia in Melbourne. George Haynes, Robert 

Juniper, Ernest Philpot, Arthur Russell and Brian McKay were also amongst those 

included; all artists then regularly exhibiting with her in group shows or in her stable. 

 

In the catalogue John Reed says “By degrees we have come to realize the importance of 

work being done in the West” and calls the selection from the Skinner stable “a 

reasonably fair representation of the contribution of their most important artists”, with 

the “perhaps one obvious exclusion, Guy Grey-Smith, whose work was not 

available.”1049 Grey-Smith had of course had a falling out with Rose Skinner, having 

decided to seek his own venues. Ernest Philpot described the work in the solo exhibition 

 
1049 Reed, John. paintings from the west 14 Western Australian painters, Museum of 

Modern Art and Design of Australia, 1963. 
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as “a major showing of his work” and “worth a visit”, executed in “a controlled near-

“actionist” style of painting” that ran “the gamut of pictorial intention” from figurative 

to abstract.1050

 

While Philpot saw an artist experimenting with a variety of styles within an  “abstract 

expressionist” approach, Patrick Hutchings described the work in the same show, in a 

review which continued what had become a series of reviews in The Critic on style, via 

a discussion on local artists who used “cannibalism” to imitate other artists styles (see 

the next section on Philpot for further discussion on these),1051 as “in a modish but 

correct and straightforward style of painting” bringing “together elements of style from 

Drysdale, Nolan, Daws, and others from his contemporaries, fusing them into a kind of 

neo-impressionisme of his own.”1052  

 

Hutchings indicates that Voudouris was aware of the work and style of Eastern states art 

being exhibited at Skinner Galleries, giving the opinion that he had studied it enough to 

mimic various aspects. In contrast to Hutchings’s observations, is Collett’s opinion that 

Voudouris arrived at the same solutions as these artists and was merely working with 

landscape motifs associated with the more famous artists.1053 Of the landscape work of 

Voudouris that I have seen in his estate, in local collections, or at local auctioneers, 

there is certainly a range of elements used that make it difficult to talk of a favoured 

landscape topography, or a particular consistency of approach in his work towards 

structure and paint application. His approach to art is as a construction in a medium and 

this, combined with the variety of “locations”, suggests imagined places and spaces and 

painting style used to create a design rather than, as Gibbons called for, an interpretation 

of context, or an exploration of themes, that marries the spirit of tradition with a deft 

and rigorous understanding of Modernism to forge inventive and imaginative surfaces, 

 
1050 Philpot, Ernest. “Worth a Visit”, Sunday Times, April 7, 1963, P? 
1051 See for example: Hutchings, Patrick. “Autumn Exhibition”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 

7 p.45 
1052 Hutchings, Patrick. “Australian school George Voudouris – Skinner Galleries, The 

Critic, Vol. 3, No. 12, April 1963, p.105. 
1053 Collett, prev. cit. 
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where “there is never (cunning touch) a hint of ostensible design or “scaffolding” about 

any of it.”1054  

 

The comments by Hutchings in April 1963, on the problematic of style, in particular 

artists mixing elements associated in the viewers mind with another artist’s style, was a 

comment applied by Gibbons to a greater range of artists in his review of the Perth 

Prize for The Critic in January 1963. In his review Gibbons described the “volte-faces” 

of style with the mixture of “several of the ingredients” “no longer under the same 

proprietorship”.1055 Gibbons indicates an extensive knowledge of Australian artists and 

stylistic elements and provides a list of both national and local artists who he reads as 

“borrowing” from more established artists (Andrew Sibley, William Boissevain, Brian 

McKay and Jon Molvig are listed). While he considers this a legitimate way of forging a 

style he nevertheless warns that “a good painter” borrows well and can “incorporate 

apparently disparate sources into a new unity of his own.”1056 It is the lack of a unified 

approach to stylization that Voudouris becomes increasingly criticized for in The Critic. 

 

The criticism of the “modish” borrowing did not initially impact upon sales and of the 

51 works on show at Skinner Galleries in 1963 (48 in the catalogue), only 11 returned 

home.1057 A “story” in the West Australian commenting on his status of “full-time” 

“serious” artist, the sale of a work to the Art Gallery of Western Australia, along with a 

slightly misleading comment that he had given up one-man exhibitions in 1953, 

“because of a lack of public response to his paintings”, gave him further publicity and, 

along with the sales,  resulted in a return solo exhibition at the Skinner Galleries in June 

1964 and then again in March/April 19651058 Both did not sell as well, with diminishing 

sales for each. The 1965 exhibition drew similar criticism by Hutchings, who 

 
1054 Gibbons, Tom. “Exhibition Perth Prize 1963”, The Critic, Vol. 3 No. 8 January 

1963, pp.65-66. Gibbons writes favourably on Fred Williams, Robert Juniper and 

Geoffrey Allen. My comments on what Gibbons looked for in art is based on what he 

said in other reviews in The Critic already cited and comments in this review on these 

artists. 
1055 Ibid. p.65. 
1056 Ibid. 
1057 List of works and sales Mabel Voudouris archive. 
1058 Anon. “W.A. Artist Rewarded”, The West Australian, May 3, 1963. 
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commented that Voudouris’s “very cool Australian School” “picks up an element from 

here, and another from there” and that the trademarks “go down like a cold drink, but 

they leave no taste, except an occasional irony on the palate.” Along with critiquing the 

artist, Hutchings critiques the potential purchaser. “Unobtrusive to the point of self-

effacement they commit no indiscretions, and they commit nobody’s taste”, thus the 

work is “For people who buy paintings to live with” and who don’t wish to stretch their 

sensibilities, being “agreeable” and “as modest in price as they are in pretensions”.1059

 

Yet the direct call within the 1963 criticism by Gibbons and Hutchings for artists to 

meld and use their borrowings purposefully, rather than stylistically for design purpose, 

also went unheeded by other local artists into 1965. Thus Voudouris was not the only 

local artists facing the problematic of forging the nuances of his own distinctive style 

and while Voudouris looked towards Australian artists, there were others who looked 

internationally rather than nationally. Although Gibbons had attempted to make local 

artists question the dogmas of a Modernist practice in his Westerly essay “Several 

Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art”, three years later local artists were still applying 

craftsmanship without considering what it achieved, or why certain visual styles 

developed in the first place.1060

 

The provincial problematic of trying to look “elsewhere” is summarized by Patrick 

Hutchings’s criticism of The Contemporary Art Society’s 1965 exhibition (the 

Melbourne and Sydney Society) at the Hotchin Gallery. He saw it as a problem of 

distance from the original, arguing that the work in the Modernist “idiom” was 

magazine inspired and thus looked inauthentic because it tried to be fashionable and “an 

exercise in the idiom, and not a genuine confrontation with the experience.” Thus, “If 

ever an art show looked magazine inspired and way out geographically, this one at the 

Hotchin (Gallery) does. But what alternative is there? If we are to be ‘avec’, the trade 

 
1059 Hutchings, Patrick. “Eclectically Cooled”, The Critic, Vol. 6, No. 2, April 1965, 

p.14. 
1060 The key words in this sentence are from: Hutchings, Patrick.” two exhibitions: 

Anything they can do we can do – almost”, The Critic, Vol 5, no. 13, February 12 1965, 

pp.102-103.  
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journals are essential, we are a long way from where these things start, in Europe, 

America and the real world.”1061

 

Hutchings saw the one “authentic” work as Ken Reinhard’s “Breakfast in the 

Afternoon” because although it followed the international Pop idiom, he had 

“craftsmanship”, its “target” was “about here” and he therefore gave “the Pop idiom a 

local reference, and –almost – a local colour”.1062 Thus for Hutchings an “authentic” 

approach to international style was to use its elements in an appropriate way and to base 

the idea on local experience.  

 

The example Hutchings gave of an authentic Modernist style was an image in the Pop 

idiom used to comment on local culture. This was a style Gibbons had used both in 

“universal” religious images such as his Ikon: Benedicite of 1962, and more context 

based images from 1963 that Minc had described as “pseudo-realistic visions of the 

Australian suburban scene”.1063 Interestingly a reason why Gibbons’s Pop sensibility 

approach to Modernism from this period may not have become more widely accepted is 

suggested by Gary Catalano in his, The Years of Hope Australian Art and Criticism 

1959-1968, where he discusses the absence of Pop in Australian art of the 1960s. 

Catalano finds Smith’s explanation that Australia lacked high density urban 

concentrations as unsatisfactory, given the adoption during this period of American 

hard-edge and that Pop is equally suburban and domestic in nature.1064  

 

Imaging local sites and sights in a Modernist Pop style was developed further by Tom 

Gibbons in the late 1960s and early 1970s in works such as Marching Girl One and 

Two (1970). Based on everyday experiences they fit Hutchings’s requirement for 

authentic Modernism. In contrast, it can be argued that Hutchings considered the use of 

idiom by Voudouris to be problematic because he wasn’t too far removed from the 

experiences that had inspired the original elements, nor had the stylistic elements been 

mediated from an “elsewhere”. 

                                                 
1061 Ibid. 
1062 Ibid. 
1063 Minc, Salek. “Variety at the Triangle”, The Critic, Vol. 4, No. 9, 1963, p.68. 
1064 Catalano, Gary. The Years of Hope Australian Art and Criticism 1959-1968, Oxford 

Uni Press, Melbourne, 1981. See Chapter Ten, “The Absence of Pop”, pp.136-155. 



 - 501 -

                                                

 

After his poorly received 1965 Skinner Galleries show, Voudouris exhibited only in 

group shows until 1970. Of these the Festival of Perth “Seven W.A. Artists” at the 

University Undercroft gallery in 1968 was the last “important” exhibition that he was 

selected for. Thus while in the first few decades after his arrival Voudouris was able to 

earn a living through freelance commercial art (illustrating advertisements and 

designing furniture for Star Furnishings and Zimples) and exhibiting as a fine artist, by 

the late 1960s he had to supplement his income by teaching commercial illustration in 

the TAFE evening part-time Commercial Arts course (1969-1981). Mabel’s comment 

was that “Every artist needs to find that patronage and by the mid 1960s it was clear that 

George had been passed over. It can be very disheartening.”1065

 

In 1970 George Voudouris exhibited African drawing at the John Gild Galleries. The 

West Australian’s critic, Murray mason, welcomed “the return of George Voudouris” 

and though promoting the “mastery” and “sensitivity” of the work, also fore-grounded 

its “remarkably cheap” price. He recommended them for both viewers “with a 

predisposition to the traditional” and as “excellent foundations for emergent 

collectors”.1066 The same exhibition was hailed by Cedric Baxter in the Sunday 

Independent as “art at its historical fundamentals”. Baxter welcomed the application of 

realism through traditional skills, writing that in this exhibition there were “no frills, no 

 
1065 Voudouris, prev. cit. She added “…It can be very disheartening. We tried several 

galleries and by the 1980s even tried opening our own alternative space but Perth buyers 

don't like that art and craft mix. George's paintings, amongst the pottery and jams, were 

just missed.” That the major difficulty for any artist is finding the support of a gallery 

and patrons is also exampled by both Karl Wiebke and Alex Spremberg. They had held 

exhibitions at Gallery 52/Delaney Galleries (Wiebke in 1987, Spremberg in 1989) but, 

according to Spremberg in 1989 but both felt that their work had been poorly displayed, 

not promoted and generally blamed the gallery for poor sales and consequently decided 

to show at The Beach; an artist run gallery which had just opened. Spremberg also said 

that they both felt an "unease" showing their abstract work in a gallery that was 

becoming associated with the figuration of a local group of neo-romantics banded 

around the artist Ivan Bray.  

1066 Mason, Murray. “Drawings add pleasing note to art range”, The West Australian,  

May 11, 1970. 
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fancy abstractions, no covering up of deficiencies in knowledge, technique or insight” 

and “tremendous foils” for “the big, solid, colourful paintings currently in vogue.”1067  

 

The result of such reviews was that such works by Voudouris were categorized as 

cheap, because they were traditional rather than “trendy” or contemporary. The gallery 

had not hung his larger more experimental works, examples of which he had provided, 

and so the fuller range of his talents were ignored.1068 Though Murray alluded to his 

historical standing and importance within the art scene, Voudouris found it difficult to 

interest galleries in his less traditional and more expensive paintings. In the 1976 

Festival of Perth, he again exhibited African safari drawings, this time at Churchill 

Galleries, and included a few paintings. Cedric Baxter made comment on Voudouris’s 

level of skill and hinted at his possible stature by noting the paintings and, in reference 

to them, stating that “Voudouris is an artist who would hold his own with anybody in 

this State were he to paint and exhibit more than the flash and trickle he has teased us 

with over the past few years.”1069 He had of course not exhibited paintings because of 

the lack of opportunity to do so and his need to earn a living. The decision to 

concentrate on lower priced drawings was probably based on the desire for sales and 

turn over and he continued to exhibit travel based images at Signature Galleries in the 

late 1970s and the Paul Rigby Gallery in the 1980s. 

 

Voudouris’s 1950s success, the earlier promotion by Skinner Galleries and the 

conjecture about the effect of the 1970s comments by critics, raises consideration of 

criticism’s evaluative function. The issue of value is primary to the workings of the 

ideological process and much debated by critics such as Rosalind E. Krauss and Peter 

Buerger in their theories of the avant-garde.1070 Questions about critical practice and its 

complex social role as arbiter of taste and producer of cultural value, compel one to 

 
1067 Baxter, Cedric. “Feverish, but brilliant, African sketches”, The Sunday Independent, 

Mabel Voudouris archive. 
1068 Voudouris, Mabel. Interview with author, prev. cit. Similar comments made by 

Collett, prev. cit. 
1069 Baxter, Cedric. “A frantic caper”, The Sunday Independent February 1, 1976. 
1070 See Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Grade and Other Modernist Myths, prev. 

cit. and Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw, The University of Minnesota 

Press, Minneapolis, 1984. 
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query the shift in the types of gallery “representation” available to Voudouris. The one-

off May 1963 mythologizing of Voudouris as institutionally supported and “serious” did 

not result in ongoing support from Skinner Galleries while the later articulation of his 

“traditional” skills and “cheap” prices, although intended to promote the quality of his 

work and its relative value, worked to refute the value of his recent work to a new 

audience.  

 

On this process of establishing value for an artist’s work Mabel commented: 

 

              Commercial Galleries try to promote the idea that art is an investment. They 

are only interested in discovering new talent or if they think they can keep 

pushing your prices up. If they can’t sell you, or you are not regular in 

exhibiting, then it is difficult to raise your prices. Of course the two go hand in 

hand and so an artist who has one bad show, in relation to sales, is quickly side-

lined and out of the system. If you have established a price for your paintings 

then it is difficult to sell them for less than the expectation because then every 

buyer loses faith in you. It is the kind of disaster that happened to the sales and 

prices of Geof Wakes when Murray Mason said he was too derivative of Bob 

Juniper. Yes, they are friends and painted together, but the work is very different 

for those who care to look closely. It is easy criticism to note similarities, but 

when working the same landscape there will be similarities and it is the nuances 

of the individual artist that then matters. 1071  

 

Mabel Voudouris’s comments also indicated that by the end of the 1960s the idea of 

quality led to an over-reliance on the opinion of critics and that the critics could 

influence “an artist’s fortunes”. Furthermore when the number of galleries increased, so 

that the choice of what a critic saw widened, what the critic decided to view became a 

method of silencing; a comment also made by Collett, Baxter and Constable. For Mabel 

this impacted particularly upon new artists who did not have a reputation and favoured 

already established galleries and visiting artists:  

 
1071 Voudouris, Mabel. Prev. cit. This must have been in the mid 1970s when Wake’s 

large scale work was being shown regularly at Skinner Galleries and selling to the 

corporate market. Wake was her son-in-law. I made the comment that the critical 

reputation of Jeffrey Makin had suffered under similar comparison with Fred Williams. 
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An example is Hillary Merrifield, the critic at The West Australian before 

Murray Mason, who we met at Alan Edwards, I consider her a much better critic 

because she went to look at what was available. Hillary wrote reviews of Rhode 

Gallery exhibitions while Mason did not even respond to invitations; from what 

I can tell by his reviews he never went there, certainly not to see Geoffrey’s 

(Wakes). And so, when he did decide to comment, he had no understanding of 

where the work was developing from.1072

 

It is perhaps because of the reviews for the exhibitions at John Gild Galleries, 

reminding the local audience about the skill and “investment” potential of George 

Voudouris, that the gallery to show the most interest in his work in the 1970s was the 

conservative, and interested in sales turn-over, Signature Galleries.1073 During the 

1970s George Voudouris had three exhibitions at Signature Galleries, principally 

showing drawings and water-colour travel images of the Seychelles, Greece and 

Australia. However, according to Mabel, he wasn’t pleased with the galleries continued 

focus on only a portion of his output and managed to “slip in” some abstractions and 

experimentations; “The inclusion wasn’t encouraged by the gallery, and although the 

reviews drew some attention to them, these works didn’t sell… you have to ask whether 

(this was) because of  the owners lack of support  with buyers who may have been 

interested in these works, or because people didn’t actually like or understand 

them.”1074 However, the continued exhibition of the safari and travel based drawings 

and water-colours at John Gild Gallery, Churchill Galleries, Signature Galleries  and 

the Paul Rigby Gallery indicates that this type of work was a ready seller for the artist 

and throughout  the 1970s and into the 1980s a subject matter he kept depicting and 

exhibiting. 

 

 
1072 The Rhode Gallery, Onslow Street Shenton Park, was owned by Miriam Stannage, 

artist and wife of Tom Gibbons, who named it after the Irish village her father was born 

in. Amongst others she exhibited George Laszlo, Craig Gough, Edith McNamara and 

Geoffrey Wake. She used the back section of the gallery space for a studio. 
1073 Collett, prev. cit. 
1074 Ibid. 
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According to Mabel, George Voudouris had continued to experiment with different 

styles and mediums, even when it became clear no-one was interested in showing them. 

During the later decades, in the 1970s and into the 1980s, he also developed his interest 

in sculpture. He had always worked in sculpture, welding and modelling clay and paper. 

Indeed in 1959 he had been commissioned to make a welded aluminium abstract 

figurative sculpture for the new West Australian Teachers Union building, completing 

the piece in January 1960. The Architects, Henderson and Thompson, described the 

sculpture as “free forms and shapes, linked together to form a pleasing composition and 

an impression of restfulness and completeness.”1075   

 

In the 1970s he became interested in using found materials and began making reliefs 

and Klippel like sculptures from factory off-cuts and foundry patterns from Gwalia. He 

exhibited some of these at Signature Galleries in 1979.  Murray Mason wrote in the 

West Australian on July 5, 1979: 

 

             At signature Galleries George Voudouris has been showing paintings on aspects 

of landscape, together with interesting wood assemblages. The paintings have 

been done with confidence, warmth and an awareness of the power of the bush.  

They are attractively priced and deserve wide support for their subject matter 

and certainly for reasons of execution.1076  

 

There was again the emphasis on his pricing. Nothing more was mentioned about the 

wooden assemblages, although the same review was predominantly about sculpture, 

commenting on such works by Howard Taylor, George Kosturkby (Kosturkov) and 

Greg James. In a wry comment on the vagaries of the art market Mabel commented that 

“At least he had the satisfaction of doing them.”1077

 

By the 1980s Voudouris found it difficult to interest a commercial gallery in his work 

and decided to form an art co-operative to exhibit. The Roleystone Group – George 

Voudouris, Andrew Davies, Doma Reed, Scamp and Tristram Willcox - set up as a co-

 
1075 Anon. “Abstract Thought”, The West Australian, Friday, January 22, 1960. 
1076 Mason, Murray. “two aspects of scale”, The West Australian, July 5, 1979. 
1077 Voudouris, prev. cit.  
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operative in an old fruit shed on Brookton Highway in Roleystone.1078 Open only on the 

weekends, they exhibited paintings, pottery, batiks, enamels and sculpture, against 

hessian walled spaces. However the egalitarian ideal didn’t attract an audience. 

According to Mabel “People in Western Australia don’t seem to take seriously any 

painting exhibited alongside crafts. Though it lasted four years, as an artist run space, 

George didn’t keep exhibiting as he didn’t want to start selling jams to make the rent; 

though that’s what they ended up doing.”1079 He remains a neglected and poorly 

documented artist in the histories on local art. 

 

In summary the oeuvre of George Voudouris indicates the problematic for the artist of 

style and the difficulty of forging both critical and buyer acceptance. Mabel Voudouris, 

Arthur Collett, Esther Constable and Lola Ambler all commented on the major change 

between the home, department store, or community hall exhibitions of the 1950s, to the 

commercial gallery exhibitions of the 1960s, as being an end to the salon style of 

hanging, where every-one could contribute, to an emphasis on selected artists 

demonstrating a collection of recent work. The change to the nature and format of 

exhibitions meant that artists who experimented with style, without building up a body 

of work on the same theme and evidencing consolidation of approach, were ignored in 

favour of “serious” artists - who could exhibit regularly and show the development of an 

oeuvre around “significant” pieces. Commercial galleries also cultivated a certain 

“privileged” atmosphere “different” to the exhibitions artists arranged for themselves. It 

seems that the effects of a shift to solo exhibitions and an emphasis on bodies of work, 

cannot be understated. Working artists who produced small works, or altered theme and 

technique were marginalized. Similarly having a single work hanging next to artists 

with national profiles, such as Boyd, Nolan or Drysdale, at Hotchin’s or Skinner 

galleries, had allowed local artists comparison with a “standard”. While this positively 

helped increase the profile, reputation, prices and collectibility of some local artists it 

also led to elements of  the “standard” artists work being borrowed and to some extent 

relied upon by less confident or more design orientated artists. Furthermore during the 

1960s, the way of gaining notice and becoming distinguished from peers was given over 

 
1078 The Roleystone Group and Willcox’s are mentioned in Anon. “A Chip off the Old 

Block”, Artlook, Vol. 2, No. 1, February 1976, p.23. 
1079 Voudouris, prev. cit. 
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to the opinion of gallery owners and critics, where as Collett suggested, “It was easier to 

be ignored or liked because your work fitted the mould established by others.”1080

 

During the 1960s Voudouris was not an obscure artist, he was exhibiting as regularly as 

artists such as Juniper and Gibbons. However, as has been shown, local critics 

dismissed him as an artist without a personal style: he applied a commercial rather than 

a critical sensibility. Within the same period Gibbons’s art was arguably codified – he 

had started to repeat basic visual symbols or, work around certain themes – however, in 

contrast to Voudouris, intellectual interests, rather than commercial considerations, 

determined Gibbons’s style. In opposition to Collett’s critique of critics, Gibbons in his 

own criticism argued that artists and audiences should question the “moulds” and 

critically examine ones’ fine art preferences, being particularly aware of where these 

preferences had been received from, so as to develop a critical sensibility for one’s own 

tastes. Such a sensibility encompasses debates about internationalism versus 

regionalism and cultural identity. How Gibbons articulated his own position is best 

exampled through a discussion of local response to abstraction, the focus of the next 

sub-section. 

 

8.  A Question of Style - the Abstraction Debate via the work of John Lunghi and 

Ernest Philpot. 

After the departure of Vike and McClintock from Perth at the start of the 1940s, it was 

John Lunghi and Ernest Philpot (see main thesis) who particularly encouraged local 

interest in Modernism and abstraction. Their influence lasted into the 1960s but was of 

particular impact for the establishment of local Modernism during the late 1940s and 

early 1950s.1081 During the 1940s the influence on artists of political groups associated 

with communism and socialism began to wane. The impact of this was a move away 

from themes of social value towards concerns of technique 

 

Lunghi arrived in Perth from London in 1937 to work as the commercial art director for 

J. Gibbney and Son, a large Western Australian design and block making company. He 
                                                 
1080 Collett, prev. cit. 
1081 A comment by Cedric Baxter, Arthur Collett and Esther Constable. Collett 

suggested that Clem Ambler was an active friend of both these artists and the three were 

particularly influential during this period in what was supported. 
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had made friendships with a number of West Australian artists and employees of this 

company in the late 1920s, such as Ivor Hunt, Jamie Linton (son of James W.R. 

Linton), Len Green and Hal Missingham, when they were fellow students studying at 

the Central School of Arts and Crafts in London.1082 Lunghi exhibited at Newspaper 

House Gallery and was active in promoting Modernist art. As early as 1939 his work 

was described as showing “stages in abstraction”.1083 In 1945 Hal Missingham wrote 

that Lunghi “…presents us with a new and wider horizon than the gum tree idyll which 

has governed our appreciation of the arts here for so long. …it is stimulating and 

salutary to have a draughtsman of this quality and ability working here…”1084 Max 

Germaine’s, relying on information provided by the artist, describes Lunghi’s work as 

“abstract and mystic”.1085 Esther Constable recalled that he was president of the Art 

Club during the late 1940s and ran drawing classes at the Pleiades Club in Howard 

Street. Of the Art Club Lunghi wrote that: “Founded in about 1949 it was a casual group 

of friends who felt the need for a life class… there was no organized society, members 

of finances.”1086

 

Two essays in The Black Swan in August 1949 also indicate that the debates about 

Modernism began in the late 1930’s around the importance of technical skill and 

education had continued into the next decade; groups such as the Art Club would have 

been aware of  these debates – their “needs” in part a response to them. The essays 

appear on consecutive pages, together raising questions about what attitude one should 

take towards Modernism. While the first (on student art), would please Gibbons, 

suggesting that “too-great seriousness” can be overcome through “either whimsicality or 

 
1082 See Chapman, Barbara. Ivor Hunt Watercolours and Drawings 1945-1970, 

A.G.W.A., 1980, p.7. Chapman says that Lunghi in 1929 is “another West Australian” 

in London, but he had yet to migrate. 
1083 C.G. “exhibition of pictures, virile Perth artists”. The West Australian 17-10-1939. 
1084 Missingham, H. John Lunghi exhibition catalogue, Newspaper House, 1945. 
1085 Germaine, Max. Artists and Galleries of Australia, Boolarong Publications, 

Brisbane 1984, p.319. 
1086Lunghi, J. Autobiographical comment. Lunghi file A.G.W.A. 
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complete honesty”, it nevertheless agrees with the second that it is style, how to impose 

a form to ideas and emotions, that is the obstacle for would be artists.1087  

 

Locally whether the real function of art remains technical or content (image) based 

became central to the debates about Modernism and abstraction in the early 1960s. 

Gibbons was one of the first local artists to make neither his sole concern, realizing in 

1961 that it was the conceptual paradoxes of art that Modernism was about and, from 

that period onwards, played within his oeuvre with the nexus of how formalist concerns 

with technical codes leads to the manufacturing of paintings, yet realizing that an image, 

and thus content and associative meaning, would always be projected. For Gibbons, the 

only exception to this projection was abstract expressionism (and a reason for his 

criticism of Philpot); saying that the human eye when reading non-geometrical abstracts 

cannot do anything but read them as landscapes, “especially where the paint has 

qualities of recession, where recession is not formally and formidably debarred, as in 

the paintings of Pollock and Tobey.”1088

 

The second and longer essay in the 1949 issue of The Black Swan is a response to an art 

“lecture” hoax by “Leps”, held at the University of Western Australia. It appears to have 

been a presentation of Modern art that left the audience believing “that Modern art is 

crazy”.1089 The published response (by an engineering student named Hutchison) of the 

hoax serves to defend Modernism and “those sincerely interested and endeavouring to 

understand some of the difficulties of Modern art.”1090 The essay goes on to call for 

“guidance” by “honest, sincere and well-trained critics”,1091 before then intelligently 

discussing abstraction by quoting Read on abstraction and spiritual dissatisfaction with 

the everyday. Hutchison then provides for the reader a question via the statement that: 

 

It is a truism that all art is abstract to a degree, and it is hard say what degree 

abstraction is permissible. Every drawing or unit of a painting is a symbol, 

 
1087 Hansen, L. “Student Art – Is It Worthwhile”, The Black Swan, August 1949, pp.15-

16. 
1088 Gibbons, Tom. “Lawrence Daws”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 9, July 1961, p.1. 
1089 Hutchison, D.E. “Reflection On Leps”, The Black Swan, August 1949, pp.17-20. 
1090 Ibid, p.17. 
1091 Ibid: “In Perth we have a deplorable lack of them”.  
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whether it represents an object in the internal world or an image of the artist’s 

mind. … No one criticizes the musician or the mathematician for using symbols 

which are quite unintelligible to those lacking the necessary training.1092  

 

It seems that such calls for guidance are regular, however the above 1949 debate about 

abstraction, the place of the spiritual in art and who locally can provide critical guidance 

for the understanding of Modern art, is a role taken up in the early 1960s by Gibbons, 

both practically and critically; initially in The Critic, which took up the previous role of 

The Black Swan. Similarly the debates in England about Modern art and the study of art 

history were regularly taken up by people associated with the U.W.A. English 

Department through publications sent to the Department by the Historical Society and 

The English Association. Such debate allowed the English Department lecturer’s to 

assist the U.W.A. Arts Union in using the pages of The Critic to reach a wider audience 

than “Westerly”. The intention being more active reviewing of “day to day artistic 

events”, so that the evident “good deal of artistic activity” could be assessed for “its 

significance.”1093

 

Given the publicity surrounding the 1964 purchase by the Western Australia Art Gallery 

of Henry Moore’s Reclining Figure 1956, it is perhaps ironic that in 1949 a thanks is 

given to the British Council for recently bringing Modern sculpture here in the form of  

“the welcome exhibition of Henry Moore’s work”, the essay then continues the 

discussion on abstraction through sculptures “sensitivity to the particular medium”, 

presenting the idea that it is “explorations of new materials” that drives major 

developments.1094 It appears that the information available, as well as the prevailing 

 
1092 Ibid, pp.17-18. 
1093 Editorial, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 1, January, 1961. 
1094 Ibid, p.19.  

Ted Snell in Cinderella On The Beach states that the 1964 purchase of Moore’s 

sculpture Reclining Figure 1956, caused a “protracted scandal” p.126. The articles from 

the period printed in the West Australian, mainly by Tony Thomas and Ernest Philpot 

and reproduced by Snell pp.131-137, indicate that the issue of contemporary versus 

traditional argument was indeed protracted. Yet the West Australian is predominantly 

supportive - these writers open with acknowledgement of the negative reactions before 
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attitude, allowed for and encouraged consideration of possible developments and 

directions. Interestingly Hutchison also predicts a mutual respect between art and 

science and an increase in “the interchange of peoples and ideas between Australian and 

our Asiatic neighbours”, believing that “It seems not unlikely that Oriental influences 

will be added to our Occidental traditions.”1095 The interchange between Australian and 

Asian artists perhaps started to come to fruition locally in the ARX exchange 

programme of the 1980s and in the 1990s through the collaborative practices and 

exhibitions of The School for Collaborative Practice.1096 Nationally it is an idea taken 

up by the Asian Triennial in Brisbane, at the Queensland Art Gallery and Fine Arts 

Press in the late 1990s.1097

 

As already argued by the time of Gibbons’s arrival in 1955, qualities of paint, or paint 

as a medium, was being explored with Philpot and Lunghi, perhaps the most abstract in 

how they allowed the paint to dictate what associations arose for content.1098 The 

latter’s surreal expressionist approach was criticized by Gibbons who advocated a more 

classical approach to content. 

 

Lunghi’s abstractions, judging from the review of his 1961 exhibition at The Skinner 

Galleries, by Patrick Hutchings in The Critic, relied upon allowing the under-drawing 

 
saying that there had also been positive and then introducing ways for understanding 

and appreciating the purchase.   
1095 Ibid, p.20. 
1096 An idea about the aims of ARX (artist’s regional exchange) can be gained by 

reading “Traditions and Narratives”, Praxis M, No.18, Arx ’87, Post-Event Issue. Of 

particular interest may be Jones, Adrian. “Arx ’87 –Co-ordinator’s Report”, pp.58-59. 

“The School For Collaborative Art Practice” was began by Singaporean born Jeff 

Chand who came to Perth to study art. See my history in The School For Collaborative 

Art Practice, catalogue self published for an exhibition at The Verge Gallery, 2000. 
1097 Fine Arts Press, publishers of Art and Australia, began publishing the quarterly Art 

and Asia Pacific in March 1993. For a synopsis of multiculturalism and the responses to 

Australia’s regional position the essay by Paroissien, Leon:” Art and Asia Pacific An 

Australian Introduction”, Art and Asia Pacific, Vol. 1, No. 1, March 1993, pp.14-16 is a 

quick overview. 
1098 Collett, prev. cit. 
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to become a device “for producing the evocative, half lost image”, or the use of matt 

surfaces - at their best “decorative” and “evocative, at their worst spoilt by an 

“inconsistency of surface” or “dull and tentative” – to “show us objects through a semi-

luminous veil, like a cloud of dust with the sun in it.”1099 The balance of merging 

surface and image into an integrated whole for Hutchings often had “decorative 

shortcomings”, or “undesired effects” where the atmosphere did not suit the subject 

while, judging by the outline of his art that Lunghi provided for Germaine’s index of 

Australian artists, the artist believed that such evocations were mystical.1100  

 

The “mystical” and Modernist tendencies of Lunghi were more fully developed in the 

practice of Ernest Philpot. Philpot taught art, exhibited, wrote about art and encouraged 

others to discuss art. He was one of the first local artists to talk coherently about their 

practice. He is a figure who, though he doesn’t articulate the conceptual provenance, 

theoretical criteria and associative histories of his work in the way that Gibbons does, 

nevertheless held opinions on Modernism and, in the period from the late 1940s until 

the late 1960s, expressed them. He also considered his paintings and experimentations 

to be commensurate with international trends and sent work to London in 1956, 1959 

(exhibiting with five other W.A. painters) and in 1960 for a one-man exhibition there. 

 

Lola Ambler recalled Clem Ambler, Jean Lang and Philpot as experimenting with 

reduced colour patterns in the 1930s and 1940s, while a 1945 review (previously 

mentioned) reports that “Dominating the oils is the work of E.S. Philpot. Painting with a 

restricted palette that would become monotonous were it not for a true sense of values, 

he achieves a luminous atmospheric effect in all his landscapes.”1101 Esther Constable’s 

memories of Philpot were that he developed tonal and single colour experimentations 

during these decades, but she believed this tonal work to be continuing Percy Tassell’s 

explorations of this area. He may have been developing tonal work in response to local 

tendencies, however, after a lottery win in 1936 he went to Melbourne to undertake an 

intensive year’s study at the National Gallery School in Melbourne, studying under 

Charles Wheeler and W.B. McInnes. Ted Snell noted that a most important and 

 
1099 Hutchings, Patrick. “Passmore, Lunghi and Dickerson”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 4, 

March 1961, pp.24-25. 
1100 Germaine, prev. cit. 
1101 Review, “Artists in Uniform”, The West Australian, February 13 1945. 
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influential figure in the Melbourne scene during the 1930s was Max Meldrum and he 

could certainly have, as implied by Snell, been an influence upon Philpot’s work.1102 

McNeill writes that the traditional regimen of the Gallery School was balanced by 

exposure to Modernism, such as a Picasso watercolour that Philpot recalled seeing in 

the National Gallery, and that he also participated in the debates over the validity of 

Modern art, which George Bell had provoked upon his return from the United 

Kingdom.  Yet “Despite being impressed by Picasso’s work, there is little evidence that 

Philpot was affected in any immediate way by Modernist priorities or styles” and, 

according to McNeill, it was not until the 1950s that he responded to Modernism and 

that this “increasing taste for experimentation reflects a general opening up of Perth’s 

art world in the fifties.”1103 However Philpot returned to Perth in 1938 and was painting 

stylized geometric work that can be linked to cubism in his one-man exhibition at 

Newspaper House in 1940. The fact that he carefully considered his approach to 

Modernism and overlapped his styles, has perhaps led to an under appreciation of his 

experimentation. 

 

Constable agreed with McNeill’s comments, saying that she thought Philpot’s main 

influence on the local scene, and the decade when he became most experimental, was 

during the 1950s. In this decade he “would come to Banana meetings at Lana Raydon’s 

in South Perth after teaching at the Methodist Boy School (Wesley College).  He gave 

private lessons and exhibited abstract art from his home in Maylands a few times before 

he got fed-up and took a show to London”.1104 Cedric Baxter, a West Australian 

 
1102 Snell, Ted., Cinderella On The Beach, prev. cit. p.42. 
1103 McNeill, Ernest Philpot Retrospective Exhibition 1934-1975, prev. cit.  
1104 When queried whether this was the Banana Club given by Arthur Russell as holding 

meetings in the late 1950s and early 1960s, Constable replied that she had been asked 

the same question by Julian Goddard and hadn’t been able to remember then the 

Raydon and Philpot connection. She now recalled that there were several groups over 

the years, dating back to the 1930s and prior to her arrival, who at one stage or another 

used the name. She conjectured that it meant “informal, as in a banana republic” but did 

not know how it originated. In her opinion it had nothing to do with a grocer’s shop. 

Similarly Jack McNamara thought that there had been a Bondarotti or Banarotti club in 

the 1920s-30s, a group of general arts interested people, and offered the opinion that this 

could have been corrupted into Banana. Constable’s use of “come” implies that she 
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newspaper artist during the 1950s and 1960s and one of Skinner Galleries stable from 

1963 until 1975, when the gallery closed with Rose Skinner’s death, recalled the 

Raydon’s as being important and Philpot as: 

 

Being an art Society person – he liked to be involved in different groups and 

trying to get things happening. We (the artists at the newspaper) thought his art 

was way out there, and certainly his totally abstract work was quite different to the 

structured abstraction of other artists, such as Lunghi, who were coming out of 

commercial art techniques and design.1105

 

Philpot was Art Master at Wesley College, located close to the fore-shore in South 

Perth, from 1957-1968. He was however familiar with the area and painting in its 

surrounds from at least the mid 1940s, for in 1946 he promoted South Perth as a spot to 

paint from in an essay he wrote for the West Australian. In it he describes Perth as seen 

from the south side of the river in the morning, asking if the “young” Perth can find an 

artist to play the role of a Vermeer who can render the life and times of the people who 

live and move in the city.1106 It is an interesting essay on several levels. Within it he 

considers the role of the artist, promoting Vermeer’s humanity and his interest in 

depicting everyday life, however he also writes of how the cities architecture in the 

morning light becomes “symbolic of the physical and spiritual in man” thus 

conjecturing that the city allows  depiction of urban space as both socially real and 

symbolic. Within his essay he comments that Veneer died bankrupt and remained 

unappreciated for two hundred years, referencing again how he and other artists such as 

Ambler felt about public response to their work. He also writes that Vermeer’s 

“masterly” interpretations used “splendid draughtsmanship” and “tonal values”, 

“without recourse to the slick ‘brushy’ delineation of planes so beloved of ‘clever’ 

painters”, to indicate how local practitioners of tonalism were being challenged by 

 
went to these discussions but I only realized this a year after the interview and she has 

moved to Canberra. 
1105 Baxter, Cedric. Interview with author at his Kalamunda home, 3-8-2003. Baxter 

recognized the Raydon’s name as “important” but couldn’t recall why. 
1106 Philpot, Ernest. “Painting A City. Is there a Vermeer of Perth?” The West 

Australian, July 20 1946, Philpot file A.G.W.A.. 
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expressionist tendencies.1107 It is the debate about technique raised again, again with 

painterly cleverness dismissed. Given these comments, Philpot’s move a decade later 

into abstract expressionism must be taken as an intellectual decision. Indeed he 

described his own approach as slow and considered, where after his Melbourne sojourn 

he “dug” his “intellectual heels into the ground of my native talent and budged only 

inch by inch over the next fifteen years, testing every foot of new ground, before 

acceding to the demands of contemporary art.”1108

Ernest Philpot can be regarded as one of Western Australia’s better Modernist 

experimenter’s, moving from stylized Cezannesque forms in the 1930’s and 40’s to 

Surrealism and Cubism derived forms in the mid 1950s. From the early 1950s he was 

making completely abstract works though his forays into abstraction overlap with a 

continuation of figurative and landscape images, until the late 1950s when abstraction 

became his field of investigation. As Starkey suggests: “Arguably his later abstract 

work was avant-garde in terms of what was produced regionally, granted the largely 

derivative nature of abstraction from the late 1950’s here, as in Sydney.”1109 In his own 

words his “Outlook and style developed towards abstraction and ultimately led to 

exploration of sensations arising from pure abstract composition. In 1956 fourteen 

paintings representative of this development were sent to London where they were 

viewed by Sir Herbert Read and colleagues of (the) Institute of Contemporary Arts, with 

encouraging appraisement.”1110

 

During his career Philpot exhibited in Society exhibitions, held several solo exhibitions 

and was well covered in the local press. He worked as a house painter and teacher and 

in the early 1960s was also the art critic for the Sunday Times (1961-65). Within the 

Perth art scene Philpot exhibited regularly from 1934 until his exhibition of Abstract 

paintings at Claude Hotchin Galleries in 1959. During the 1960s he exhibited in Hobart, 

Melbourne and London, showing locally at Skinner Galleries in 1965 and not again 

until a one-person exhibition at Cremorne Art Gallery in 1972. He exhibited twice more 
 

1107 Ibid. 
1108 Philpot, Ernest. I am the Artist, unpublished manuscript, p.33. Quoted by McNeill 

prev. cit. 
1109 Starkey, C. Ernest Philpot review of Retrospective Exhibition”, Praxis M, 21, 1989, 

p.36. 
1110 Philpot, Ernest. Autobiographical comments, A.G.W.A. artist file. 
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in the 1970s. A retrospective of his work was held at the Undercroft Gallery at U.W.A. 

in 1988, three years after his death.1111 Sharkey notes that though Ernest Philpot “never 

felt his work was valued … the objective facts indicate that his talent was certainly 

recognized ...”1112  

 

Philpot wrote to Sir Herbert Read and sent him examples of his work in 1956, after 

reading his book Contemporary British Art (Read appears to have been respected and 

well read locally as he is referenced in articles in The Black Swan).1113 Read encouraged 

Philpot to exhibit in London which he did in 1960-61 and in 1966-67 as “To get a show 

from Perth to the Eastern states costs a lot of money and it didn’t cost much more to get 

my show to London. The extra expense was well worth while.”1114  

 

The critic of The Studio wrote of Philpot’s 1960-61 London exhibition that “…The 

artist has become involved in the free patterning of pigment by pouring and dripping, 

much in the manner of Jackson Pollock, but with an expressive force and synthesis of 

composition that is personal and in its genre tremendously suggestive of primeval 

impulses, transcribed in terms of colour and texture.”1115 Cottie Burland of The Arts 

Review thought “it well worthwhile” to “look at the show twice.”1116  

 

Locally however, Philpot’s work - both his use of abstraction as a style and the 

“expressive” and “suggestive” impulses and textures within his abstraction - was 

dismissed as derivative or meaningless, for in a period “15 years after asserting itself in 

the United States” when “non-objective” paintings “originality has gone and its 

formulae are common property”, West Australian based critics and artists were realizing 

 
1111 see McNeil, D. Ernest Philpot Retrospective Exhibition 1934 – 1975, prev. cit. 
1112 Sharkey, C. “Ernest Philpot review of Retrospective Exhibition”, Praxis M, 21, 

1989, p.35. 
1113 See Hutchison, D.E. “Reflection On Leps”, The Black Swan, August 1949, p.17. 
1114 Hetherington, J. “Ernest Philpot: Lottery Win Helped To Open The gate”, The Age 

November 10, 1962, p.18. 
1115 Typed notes headed Westerly, 1962, biographical notes, A.G.W.A. Philpot file.  
1116 Quoted by Smith, Frederick. “Painting A Prophet Without … Exhibition Ernest 

Philpot, Skinner Galleries – from July 31”, The Critic, Vol. 3, No. 1, August 1962, p.6. 
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that such painting “does not have to be the new universal language of visual 

expression.”1117  

 

The local criticism of Philpot’s Jackson Pollock like abstractions was covered in the 

main thesis, with the argument given that there was the expectation for less “emotional” 

type statements and a more controlled style.1118 I remind the reader that the 

epistemological validity of particular art practices, the methods and scope of certain 

styles and how they could be read or hold knowledge about local and international 

concerns (philosophical and psychological meaning), was central to the debates taking 

place around Philpot’s art in The Critic and central to the practical-critical development 

of Gibbons’s oeuvre. 

Philpot exhibited his abstract expressionist and process paintings in Perth throughout 

the early to mid 1960s. The critical response to those paintings (as just indicated) and 

the ensuing debates about abstraction per se, perhaps resulted in his feelings of not 

being understood, as described by Sharkey. At the time, Robert Juniper was exhibiting 

abstractions of stylized surfaces that included “some suggestion of a form or an object 

from life”, while Gibbons and McKay were experimenting with a range of styles that 

included abstractions of shape and form.1119 The pages of The Critic indicate that in this 

period the formalism of Arthur Russell was perhaps the most consistently geometric and 

abstract while Philpot’s work was the most expressionist abstract.  

 

By May 1961 abstractionism appears to have become the dominant stylistic? tendency. 

Hutchings considered that it was “a pity that the abstractionists were not given a harder 

run by the representatives” in local art prize competitions.1120 However it was a 

 
1117 Minc, Salek. “Looking Back On Abstract”, The Critic, Vol. 2, No. 11, March 1962 

p.87.Gibbons essay “Seven Deadly Dogmas of Modern Art” which is based on the same 

historical argument was printed in Westerly also in 1962. 
1118 Hutchings, Patrick. “The Durack Show Illustration and Expression W.A. Art 

Gallery”, The Critic, Vol. 5, No. 13, February 1965, pp.110-111. 
1119 Fitzgerald, P. “Juniper, McKay, Jordanoff Exhibition”, The Critic, No. 1, January 

1961, p.4. See also Hutchings, Patrick. “Autumn Exhibition”, The Critic, Vol. 1, No. 7 

May 1961 for comment on Russell. 
1120 Hutchings, Patrick. “Boan Landscape Prize”, The Critic, Vol 1, No. 7, May 1961, 

p.47. 
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particular type of abstraction, mainly expressionist and formalist abstract landscape, 

rather than the total abstract expressionism of Philpot, that held sway. Indeed, he was 

the only local, until perhaps George Duerden in the early and then late 1970s, 

experimenting with pure abstract expressionism.1121 Similarly his process paintings – 

where the paint is allowed to flow and form patterns with minimal intervention – were 

not explored again until the arrival of Karl Wiebke and his influence on local 

abstraction in the mid 1980s.1122  

 

As already presented in my main thesis, notions of plurality and the nexus between 

internationalist style and the local context were central to the local debates about style 

and intent, and can be traced through much of what was written in the 1960s. As argued 

Gibbons considered his criticism of this period, including his response to the 

abstractions of Philpot, as pluralistic, although “impatient” with “that kind of 

abstraction”.1123 What can be concluded is that Modernist art practice in Western 

Australia, during the middle to later part of the twentieth century, was subject to a range 

of social and economic factors and that these impacted on the choices local artists made 

about style and content. The material presented indicates some of the varied approaches 

to Modernism, providing scope for a re-evaluation of the quality of deliberation 

undertaken during the exploration process. There is enough material to argue that local 

sensibilities were more engaged with factors impacting on the Modernist variations 

arrived at than previously believed.   

 
1121 See my Master of Fine Art qualifying thesis: McNamara, Philip, George Duerden 

1926-1986, University of Western Australia, 1992 and “Chapter 13: Abstract 

Expressionism” where I discuss Duerden’s interest in expressionism and his response to 

the Ledwij Jackson Pollock fraud.  
1122 See my Master of Fine Art thesis: McNamara, Phillip. The Fremantle group – 

Abstract art and its reception in Western Australia from 1985 until 1994, Master of Fine 

Arts U.W.A. 1996.  
1123 Gibbons, interview with author July 16, 2003. 


