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INTRODUCTION: 

A THICKET OF DISAPPROVAL 

The Sublime Imperative has been conceived in order to 

assert the significance of a number of Australian artists 

within a context which has not yet been clearly articu- 

lated within Australian art history: that of the spiritual 

and sublime. 

‘The artists included in this investigation are Marianne 

Baillieu, Peter Booth, Paul Boston, Brent Harris, Roger 

Kemp and Ross Moore. 

‘These artists are not self-identified as a group and 

their work has not been seen before under a single 

umbrella. Their selection is to exemplify the purpose of 

the exhibition whicah is to posit the existence of an 

“invisible” spiritual presence in Australian painting, a 

presence that must, by its nature, fall outside both 

established religious notions and the accepted context of 

Australian art — particularly in the postmodernist cli- 

mate. At issue in this exhibition is the fact that modern- 

ism remains the framework within which these artists 

work in the post- modern context. 

European influenced Australian art has been tradi- 

tionally preoccupied with several issues: an elongation 

of European romantic landscape notions, chauvinistic 

narratives and various appropriated modernisms (chiefly 

noteworthy for their internationalism). Yet in the midst 

of this there has always been a number of artists wh 0 

have created primarily out of a spiritual impulse that 

cannot be anchored to standard or accepted modes, 

precisely because such an impulse isa deliberate attempt 

to confront and absorb notions or experiences of the 

ineffable — the very realm of experience that promises an 

integration, in being beyond the mundane. 

This particular selection of artists is not intended as 

prescriptive or exhaustive. It has been chosen however 

to point to the seriousness and depth of investigation 

into the sublime by dedicated art practitioners, who 

must negotiate a plethora of ‘isms’ in order to arrive at 

something that is felt by them anyway, as being pro- 

foundly universal.! 

Such endeavours, whether by the critic or the artist, 

are forced to contend with a prevailing materialist/ 

fundamentalist ethos that argues for the dismantling of 

notions of the spiritual and sublime under a sophisti- 

cated critiquing that views such seeking after intangibles 

as reactionary backsliding. Important issues are at stake 

here, not just for our views of art, but for our apprehen- 

sion of (variously) validated contemporary cultures. 

‘The deconstruction of the “spiritual” and “sublime” in 

postmodern terms has bequeathed a problem to the 

artist who pursues the quest for individual revelation. 

‘The very terms of the investigation are constantly 

challenged. 

NOSTALGIA OR REVOLUTION: 

A THEORETICAL VIEW 

Current art practitioners negotiate a world where the 

certainties of modernism are no longer. Although still 

dominant modernism is dead. ?‘The very notion of ‘the 

artist’ itself is questioned and authorship denied. The 

world of art then belongs to the receiver. The inevitable 

corollory of this state of being is a retreat and denial of 

not just the pursuit of the harmonious, the spiritual and 

sublime, but a (sometimes) dogmatic repudiation of 

these very categories. Current orthodoxy does not allow 

for the pursuit of the transcendental, other than as 

parody, appropriation or pastiche. 

Because of this, the prevailing critical challenge is to 

acknowledge the current debate while appraising a 

distinct artistic impulse that predates any strictly 

postmodernist critique.



Kemp’s cosmological “maps” can be seen as an 

attempt to translate a mystical apprehension of the 

universe into scientific principles, while at the same time 

he refused to surrender an allegiance to notions of 

beauty and grace. Indeed art, for Kemp, had an impor- 

tant redemptive function. 

Mondrian had written: 

The truly modern artist is aware of abstraction in an 

emotion of beauty; he is conscious of the fact that the 

emotion of beauty is cosmic, universal. This conscious 

recognition has for its corollary an abstract plasticism, 

for man adheres only to what is universal. ? 

For Kemp the significant fact of art was its ability to 

assert a reality beyond the temporal, his whole oeuvre is 

dedicated to the investigation of this belief. It is a 

profoundly spiritual attitude, notin an orthodox Christ- 

ian sense, but spiritual nonetheless. (He was in fact for 

a time very interested in Theosophy, but finally found 

it too restrictive). His spiritualism owes more to a kind 

of pantheistic, cosmological impulse that was very idi- 

osyncratic and difficult to comprehend, finding clearest 

expr oss of the on in the complexity and creative proc 

work itself. 

In 1978 Kemp spoke revealingly to Geoffrey De 

Groen about his paintings. In reply to a question about 

the function of the black paint he replied: 

Sometimes I work just on the colour, but there are 

times when it doesn’t mean a damn thing to me until 1 

put it in a framework. I’ve identified myself with that 

black line. The black line is a complete form. !° 

He says later in the same interview: 

I have to look around and take in as much material 

as I can, and make myself as uncomfortable as 

possible. That’s my nature. That’s what I have to do. 

If I don’t do that, well what do I do? I want to have 

something to look beyond ~ all the time. !! 

This is the quest before the infinite — the sublime 

quest in fact — to struggle over the pain and difficulty in 

facing the ineffable. 

In a sense Kemp’s reputation as an abstractionist is 

misleading. He was unwilling to let go of his struggle 

with form and never departed from his search for a 

universal yardstick based on the proportions of the 

human figure. He was a spiritual artist who sought 

expression of the sublime through his work but the 

solutions for him were not simple: he formulated a 

theorem that suggested and restricted at the same time, 

but it is within this struggle that the energy and power 

of his work resides. 

MARIANNE BAILLIEU: 

THE ROAD TO EXCESS 

In the work of Marianne Baillieu there is seen an impulse 

thatreflects the religious passion found in Roger Kemp’s 

work. However, while Kemp’s painting is characterised 

by the search for overall harmony and order, Baillieu’s 

art resists the temptation to attempt composure and 

repudiates the notion of system or arrangement. Instead 

it posits the freedom of the intuitive flow and evokes the 

harnessing of greater energies. 

Her art violates restrictive notions of good taste and 

raint, and celebrates the release of the spontaneous 

moment. ‘The paint is sometimes almost thrown onto 

the canvas, then smeared by the fingers and moved 

around like clay. The results are sometimes breathtak- 

ingly emotional, indeed lyrical. Such a method involves 

a high degree of risk-taking. 

In Bailliew’s art order itself is questioned. ‘The void 

and the gap are sought through a religious experiencing 

of the work that is both tactile and highly spiritual, 

haptic and unrestrained. 

Baillieu is deeply committed to the religious expe- 

rience, to penetrating beyond the surface of things, not 

in seeking “doorways” or an entrance point, but through 

the dissolution of structures, the denial of the banal. It 

is here that the sublime is sought. A flux is created, 

setting up a condition for the ecstatic transcendent 

experience. In this regard her painting mode is deeply 

faithful and trusting of the exigencies of the passionate 

experience, the Dionysiac rite. 

It is for these reasons that she is mistrustful of the 

intellect, which demands an hierarchic stacking and 

ordering, a (sometimes) numbing orthodoxy. This per- 

haps is the supreme Romantic conceit — the belief that 

an artist can achieve the divine by an act of sheer creat- 

ive will. Baillieu’s art exemplifies Blake’s notion that:



Recently Jean Francois Lyotard, the French theorist 

and author of two important articles on the sublime,} 

posited his notion of it, claiming for it regenerative 

powers which will remedy the current malaise of me- 

diocrity as he sees it. He laments: “In our techno- 

scientific industrial world there are no consistent sym- 

bols for good, just, true, infinite, etc”.4 His hope is that 

the sublime will provide a focus for such conceptual 

yearnings and he attempts to locate the notion of it 

within the postmodernist framework and to position it 

so that it compromises neither his ideological alle- 

giances nor the sublime itself. 

The governing principle of the postindustrial techno- 

scientific world is not the need to represent the repre- 

sentable, but rather the opposite principle. To turn 

away from this principle —thatinfinity is inherentin the 

very dialect of search — is absurd, impractical, and 

reactionary ... the spirit of the times is surely not that of 

the merely pleasant — its mission remains that of the 

imminent sublime, that of alluding to the non-demon- 

strable. 5 

He also claims that: 

the sublime is not linked to rules that can be deter- 

mined through poetics; the sublime requires only that 

the speaker or listener have conceptual range, t: ste, 

and the ability “to sense what the whole world senses 

first.” 6 

Lyotard here resorts to mystification, i.e. his notion 

of the “non-demonstrable”. In so doing, he creates a 

problem that pivots on “demonstrable” and “non-de- 

monstrable” as dialectically opposed categories. His 

task isa difficult one, demanding a kind of suspension of 

disbelief as he wrests the transcendental from the ma- 

terialistic and the plausible. He ends by asserting a kind 

of religious zeal where the sublime transforms the world 

and the artist is exalted as a potential saviour. 

Such an approach is prone to accusations of elitism 

and to be attacked as nothing more than quasi-romantic 

indulgence. As a consequence Lyotard’s own social 

critique, although schooled in the Revolutions of 1968, 

appears less than socially radical. It could be successfully 

argued, as Meaghan Morris has done’, that his 

mystifications and transcendental yearnings only lead 

him to the path of reaction not rebellion. Consumer 

capitalism can easily absorb the spiritual at least, with 

barely a ripple. 

However, it is at this very point that we can assert 

value in Lyotard’s theory, through the necessity of 

opposing the sheer velocity of consumerist appropria- 

tion (that rampant devouring of all forms of cultural 

meanings so that we end up with an equivilancy — a 

tyranny of sameness). It is perhaps still possible to resist 

the accompanying annihilation of the individual re- 

sponse to the very process of history. It is this that 

Lyotard hopes for — that the notion of the sublime 

remains potent in the midst of the supporters of the new 

order because it denies the very restrictions of it. 

ROGER KEMP: 

THE LIMIT OF SUBLIMITY 

Roger Kemp’s artis an intensely spiritual one, based on 

a mix of ideas gleaned from orthodox and alternative 

religions, but integrated into a unique, some might say, 

eccentric, apprehension. 

Kemp achieved something like real success late in 

life. He sold paintings and had the pleasure of seeing his 

work shown at the National and State galleries, in 

retrospectives that asserted his pre-eminent position as 

Australia’s grand old man of abstraction. As well, the 

Victorian ‘Tapestry Workshop, ever the champion of 

notable arti s, commissioned him to design a major 

triptych for the Great Hall at the National Gallery of 

Victoria in the last few years before his death. 

It was Patrick McCaughey though who was the first 

to place Kemp’s work within the tradition of the pioneer 

abstractionists, Kandinsky and Malevitch. These were 

Kemp’s progenitors and remained sources of inspira- 

tion for him for the whole of his life. 

It is not difficult to understand why these particular 

artists were important to Kemp, since both pursued 

work that promulgated the crucial spiritual dimension 

in their abstract work, and Kandinsky anyway asserted 

the significance of the subjective emotional truth. His 

was not an abstraction removed from the world but one 

that celebrated it, in the sense that his work was an 

attempt to mirror spiritual and emotional experience — 

something that Roger Kemp emulated.



“The Road of Excess leads to the Palace of Wisdom.” 

Her art also overlaps with the Zen calligraphic 

tradition, where one is exhorted to first create a moment 

of exquisite mental poise then to paint without self- 

conscious interference, thereby expressing what in her 

view is the untainted essence. 

In this regard her work is difficult to place or date in 

terms of evolution, both personally (as an internal 

system) and in the wider art context because it flies 

against history as an imperative. It seeks instead to 

merge totally with being and hence must always be 

current. Of course her work can be “placed” ina tradition 

of expressionism that reflects the work of artists like 

Jackson Pollock and others, yet in its painterly abandon 

it asserts its own terms. 

Issues of life and death dominate Baillieu’s work and 

are expressed in gestural passages, moments of becoming 

and destruction, and embodied in trajectories that are 

rites of passage to experiential pathways. In her obses- 

sion with polarities she shares Boston’s bid for a state of 

balance, yet this is expressed as a goal that is alluded to 

rather than directly painted. 

‘The astonishing candour of her work is immediate. 

It does not expect to know how to be judged. Its implicit 

claim is that it is dealing with experience beyond judg- 

ment (or censorship). ‘This locates another powerful 

Romantic dilemma. The very localisation of interest in 

creative amorphous chaos is itself a kind of censorship 

and control on a massive scale. ‘The apparent gestural 

freedom in her work is itself a conscious and sophisti- 

cated constriction, in the sense that it is the result of a 

purpos ful method. Perhaps this expres: 's something 

of the paradox of experience itself: the humdrum, the 

banal demands change. Order desired on the one hand 

is order destroyed on the other. 

PETER BOOTH: 

DOORWAYS TO THE SUBLIME 

In the so-called “Doorway” paintings of the early ’sev- 

enties Peter Booth shares an interest with Rothko in 

evoking dark portals to an unknown, whose power 

resided ina capacity to consume the viewer. Like Rothko, 

he is engaged in an ambivalent quest for self realisation 

via the extinction of self. It is this that has coaxed many 

critics away from a recognition of Booth’s preoccupa- 

tion with metaphysics and the possibility of the sublime. 

His spirituality is manifested negatively as it were: our 

transcendental prospects are identified only when thrown 

into relief. We discover who we are in discovering who 

we are not. We view ourselves in the dark mirror of the 

shadow self. We are faced with the choice of entering a 

signless nihilism (a death of values and history as we 

know it in which the sweep of experience is rendered as 

nothing) or to remain spectators with our fragile, and 

hence more palpably felt mortality intact. In choosing 

not to enter we become only more conscious that death 

and mortality await us. It is interesting to compare the 

emotional impact of these paintings with those of Harris 

who is also dealing with repudiation of subject matter as 

the means of making a statement. There is a kind of 

confronting brutalism in Booth’s paintings, even at this 

early stage, which is not evidenced in the work of Brent 

Harris whose interests revolve around issues of quotational 

delicacy, refinement and grace. 

In another regard these early paintings by Booth are 

themselves commentaries on the history of Western art 

~a dark cleansing of the palette as it were — a denial of 

‘isms’ — ‘Australianism’, ‘Realism’ and so on. In the 

Australian context these paintings were extraordinarily 

radical, denying at once the figurative/mythic tradition 

on the one hand and the then current interest in 

Greenbergian flatness on the other. 

In Painting (1970) the image is less confrontational, 

almost benign. ‘The painting’s invitation to approach is 

notcouched in the same absolutist terms, for here we are 

shown impermeable, imposing edifices, reminiscent of 

blocks or buildings in which the references to industri- 

alisation are inescapable, But the imposing order sug- 

gested is not without a human passion. One is left with 

a sense of profound order, an almost regal poise. Yet the 

blocks remain impenetrable and monolithic, intense in 

their directness. Spiritual outlook is forever obstructed 

by material bulwarks. While on the one hand they are 

merely geometric, they become as well massive and 

imponderable ciphers of inscrutability. These paintings 

allude to freedom by obstructing it — they present 

possibilities while denying them. 

Booth’s work is spiritual in appearing anti-spiritual. 

His dark dialectic remains intact throughout.!2



PAUL BOSTON: 

A BENIGN CONTRADICTION 

Paul Boston’s beliefin Buddhism has meant that he has 

striven for what he calls “a unity of contradiction”. !3 By 

this he means that his painting is an engaged realisation 

of the fundamental duality of existence: that described 

by the Chinese as Yin and Yang, the Zen Buddhists as 

Being and Nothingness and by Western theology as 

Soul and Body. These binary oppositions prescribe, in 

Boston’s view, the nature of the sublime. Between them 

is the sublime pathway, the shock of apprehension. 

Boston is an artist who is not easily “placed” stylis- 

tically, but this does not imply that his work is divorced 

from art history and cultural impact: 

H 

made with full awareness of the cultural archetypes that 

s imagery is deeply historical in the sense of its being 

inform all our perceptions. He is able to absorb aspects 

of this ancient heritage and presentit unselfconsciously 

as a personal contemporary vision. This is very distinct 

from quotation and appropriation, it represents the 

proper use of a richly evolved language of images and 

human impulses which are the rightful inheritance of 

all humans who are sensitive enough to seek them out 

and take them in as part of their own matrix of experi- 

ence. !¢ 

Boston is an artist who admits little overt interest in 

current theoretical discourse. While denying a need to 

answer prevailing aesthetic dilemmas, he is actually 

doing precisely that — but in the very best and fullest 

sense. While he is conscious of the spiritual enervation 

ofour society, his artis a serious and committed process 

of spiritual unfoldment and as such is contained within 

a complex investigation of the human psyche. 

In Untitled (1989) Boston explores the notion of the 

ineffable. This work is part of a series of paintings where 

the artist divided the canvas with vertical lines, a mode 

modified and extended in his latest work. ‘This extends 

from an appreciation of Newman and Mondrian and 

participates in their search for a painted evocation of 

serenity. 

Thi 

symbolic reference to the circle image in Zen art, where 

accompanied in this work with an intriguing, 

it represents the sphere of voidness, the condition of 

nothingness (the ultimate reality of selflessness, from 

which all things arise and return) and is that from which 

all things are inseparable. 

His earlier work, for example, Untitled (1988), de- 

picted biomorphic shapes floating in an ambiguous 

space,wheareas the latest paintings have become more 

formally arranged. ‘The edges are blurred but remain 

easily identifiable. The “ground” may shift and become 

“space” but there is a sense of solidity, the weight of the 

actual. The dreamlike floating shapes have been tempo- 

ily replaced with something like a grid. The space 

into which we peer is impervious, inscrutable and dark. 

‘The artist leaves what is on the other side of the space a 

palpable mystery, a spiritual promise revealed but re- 

maining enigmatic. 

In Man in a Landscape (1983) the artist has depicted 

a generalised persona, flooded with experience. ‘The 

head registers the world as a flowing set of signs, at once 

secure in their repetition and fluid in their constant 

movement. This painting represents the complete anti- 

dote to intense Western psycho-analysis where the ego 

is seen as paramount and the individual as the rightful 

pinnacle. Boston’s figure is egoless in that it presents no 

barrier to the environment which passes through it, no 

stance to that which defines it. It is within the loss of 

the self-conscious self that the sublime is finally posited, 

in a moment of annihilation and awe, at the site of 

revelation. 

BRENT HARRIS: 

APPROACHING THE VOID 

For Brent Harris the term “sublime” has direct mean- 

ing. He is well aware of the modernist/postmodernist 

debate surrounding it, and consciously places his art in 

a position to respond to, and develop, the criticalargument. 

Harris often works in serial form, making pictures 

that are virtually identical to others. In the contempo- 

rary context thisserialism critiques the apparentneutrality 

of mechanical reproduction. His canvases refer to an 

infinite series, hence to infinity itself, but it is a less than 

comforting sense of the sublime that he paints. Rather, 

he evokes the anxiety of something like Kafka’s bureau- 

cratic hallway, door after door leading to another iden- 

tical hallway, to an infinity of spiritual loss.



The current images are flat and quietistic. Harris 

pursues what he sees in the work of Malevitch and 

Reinhardt, namely an appreciation of the power of 

monochromatic repetition in order to repudiate the 

sheer inundation of images and concepts flooding from 

the stream of history. However, once this statement is 

made why make it again? The artist implies an answer, 

similar to that offered in the following statement about 

Barnett Newman: 

Newman was painting the one large vision, the one 

painting over and over. By restricting himself to this 

one vision — that vision — his work becomes a greater 

thing than individuality. For me Newman’s work be- 

comes highly spiritual — his vision is so far beyond the 

grip ofhis own ego, asalso with Reinhardt and Rothko.!5 

Brent Harris posits the spiritual as beyond the self, 

as a transcendence. It is to this kind of vision that he 

aspires. The artists that he most admires are those who 

have had, as a central plank of their art, a profound 

interest in the spiritual/sublime. He has remarked: 

The theoretical approach may see me barking up the 

wrong tree, suggesting that transcendence is no longer 

an intellectual possibility in these late capitalist days. 

My whole being disagrees with that intellectualisa- 

tion, !6 

Itis certainly true that Harris pushes at the modern- 

ist project, attempting to re-define for himself the 

parameters ofan art of negation first sought by Malevitch 

and later by Reinhardt (among others). In this he ap- 

proaches the void, the possibilities of reduction and 

is what makes negation, the emptiness of the abyss. Thi 

his work appropriate in a study of the impulse of the 

sublime. Reinhardt faced the problem too by positing a 

negative notion of what art was. Harris asserts the same 

discipline. 

In Harris’ work however there is another dimension 

posited, that of the body space of the viewer. It is here 

that his notions of space are most challenging. In Lacuna 

(Artificial Infinite) (1991) the two panels of the work are 

shown a body’s width apart so that the viewer, standing 

in front of the painting, participates in the “space” 

defined by it. There is a dialogue between the work and 

the viewer that is realised physically, thereby question- 

ing the two dimensionality of the painted surface. 

Brent Harris, in determining such placement, brings 

the possibility of the viewer’s engagement into the 

sublime moment. The gap between the two painted 

surfaces is (in this work) posited as the site of the 

sublime. 

ROSS MOORE: 

AN INTERIOR SPACE 

Ross Moore’s recent work has focused increasingly on 

the single entity suspended in space. He relates this 

interest directly to meditation in which the mind’s 

image cannot be separated from the luminous clarity of 

the mind, yet remains different. In being apprehended 

the image becomes objectified and thereby is freed from 

the subjective state. In Concentration Being(1991) the object 

acts as an immediate and rivetting point for awareness. 

In Tantra the meditator visualizes a single shape to 

the exclusion of all else and through the power of this 

condensation of focus the transformative energy of the 

mind is vastly enhanced and reality takes ona numinous 

ecstatic aspect. This stepping over cognitive thresholds 

is what for Moore constitutes the actual experience of 

the sublime. 

Whilst eclectic influences are apparent in Moore’s 

art he is not interested in the notion of appropriation. 

His work oscillates between a quest for the embodied 

monumental symbol and a depiction of the process of 

conceptual elaboration, depicted as notations that read 

as hieroglyphs. Automatic Pictographs (1990) has close 

affinities with the automatic writing of spiritualistic 

mediumship. Like Boston Moore is deeply preoccupied 

s of art. In his view the bi with the shamanistic po 

artist, like the shaman, must suspend ordinary rational 

control in order to permit deep powerful levels of 

consciousness to pervade the mundane domain. 

In this deliberate process of suppressing conscious 

manipulation, meditative equipoise and dreamlike states 

are valued and deliberately cultivated as an essential part 

of the creative process as they allow the hand to execute 

beyond the tyranny of the eye. 

Moore’s fascination with ways of gaining access to 

the totemic mind underscores his claim for art as a 

therapeutic device, a means of harmonising and inte- 

grating dynamic states of being.



His reluctance to view tribal cultures as primitive 

and anachronistic is due precisely to his identification of 

totemic images as storehouses of psychic potencies. As 

aspects of individual consciousness they are forever 

contemporary. 

In The Beginningless Mind (1991) the mandala-like 

wheel motif has reverberations to the alchemical circle 

and the wheel of life in Eastern philosophy. Moore sees 

it as referring to the perpetual unfurling of conscious- 

ness and the objects depicted within its flow can vari- 

ously refer to rebirth states, thought forms and the 

general creation of the phenomenal world which, ac- 

cording to Buddhist thought, cannot be found other 

than as a product of the mind itself. 

Moore’s art represents the interior space in that he 

is notinterested in pursuing visual reality —at least in the 

gross sense of the eye perceiving the material world. 

Rather he is concerned with the visual as a mystical 

device, a mode of spiritual revelation, a quest for the 

sublime. 

THE SUBLIME: 

NOTIONS OF DIFFERENCE 

Despite apparent divergences and idiosyncracies of vi- 

sion all the artists in this show are bound by a similar 

endeavour, to break through the thraldom of the com- 

monplace and the habitual, in order to arrive in another 

place where all oppositions have come to rest and the 

mind is awarded a profound stillness and peace. Such 

endeavours are liable to attract criticism, particularly in 

the prevailing climate of postmodernist theory where 

the very notion of the transcendental is denied. 

‘That the role of the artist can be seen as special 

within society is not so much a tribute to the artists 

themselves (if we consider their creative pursuit as 

heroic) so much as a reflection of the extent to which 

notions of the sublime have become simply outmoded 

notions. Our age has threatened to dissolve the very 

category of the spiritual and the sublime as kinds of 

historical redundancy. 

‘The sublime is defined very differently by the artists 

in this exhibition: e.g. as gestural, fleeting moment by 

one, as negative space or deep psychic evolution by 

others. The notion of sublimity is an open one, available 

as a kind of shifting focus for many artists who wish to 

deny the narrowness of prescriptive postmodernist 

principles, while at the same time asserting the positive 

value of “difference”. If the sublime resists confine- 

ment, it also promises revolution. 

DEDICATED TO ANDREW KENNEDY 
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