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In Search Of The
Finished Painting

The paintings of Melbourne-based abstract artist Robert Hirschmann are action voyages aided by

his love of jazz music and the magic of paint. Each of his works is a challenge in seeing just how

Jar be is able to push the process of painting.

n seting the seene for Post-War art
in America, are critie Clement
Greenberg wrote in 1939, it
been in search of the absolute that
the avant-garde has arrived at ab
stract” or non-objective” art,” This “abstract”
or “non-objective” art ol which he spoke
emerged in New York in the early 19405,
and by the end of the decade the various
nunifestations of Ab ’
stract Expressionism,
Pollock,  Newman,
Rothko, de Kooning,
and Still had been uni-
ficd under the banner ol
the New York School to
become the new avant-
garde, According 1o
Greenberg, art historical
styles in painting had,
since the beginning ol
the 19th century, tended
o hold their positions of
leadership for an aver
age of 10 10 15 years.
Visiting Australia in 1968
to deliver the inaugural
Power Lecture, Green-
berg said, “the case for
Abstract Expressionism
does maore than bear out
this average: it excecds
it, and would go 1o
show that art actually
moved and changed
more closely over the
fast 30 vears than in the
100 years previous.”

A year earlier the
exhibition 7o Decacles
of American Painting
had come to Australia,
providing local audi
ences their first encoun
ter with Abstract Expres

has
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sionism. The exhibition confirmed what
most people alecady knew: The movement
had been dominating avant-garde painting,
for the past 20 years, 1o an ceven greater
extent than Cubism had done in the 1920s
Yet, i Australiocitself, it was only one year
carlier that a gallery dedicating itselt 1o ex
hibiting this style of art had been launched.

Central Sueet Gallery was established in

Roborl leschmann ‘Blue Trane, 2000, oil and pigment on linen, 213.6 x 183 cm.
Private collection, Melbourne. Courtesy of Kalli Rolfe Contemporary Art, Melbourne

Sydney, around a group ol young artists
who had recentdy returned trom: London
or New York and were working with a lo
cal torm ol hard-edge painting, influenced
by the new wave of Kenneth Noland, Frank
Stella, and Ellsworth Kelly.

It was in keeping with the power-
ful American erties Greenberg and [arold

I(m-. nberg, who had conceived the terms

SAmerican-type” and
“action” painting 1o
champion the Abstract
Expressionism of
Newnan, Rothko, de
Kooning, Hofmann, and
Still, that Tocal critic
Terry Smith coined the
phirase “Central Street
ype” painting, basing it
on the importance of the
Gallery in developing
the swvles For Smith il
was significant that, in
1968, the inaugural ex
hibition, 7he Field, at the
new National Gallery of
Victoria that color field
or hard-edge absorction
had permeated Austra
lian art in its search for
the avant-garde, captur
ing a signilicant but
transient moment in
Australian art
OF the 40 artists
ncluded in 7he Field,
16 had previously ex
hibited ar Central Street,
Art historian Bernard
Smith has claimed that
1he Field gave the wid-
est possible publicity 1o
the new stvle and was
(L COUTAZLeOUs gesture,
But it had side affects,
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it forced the pace. Smith maintained that
in America, where it had originated, the
emergence of color field painting was a
much slower process, and many of the
artists responsible had been painting for
over a quarter of a century. In Australia,
the artists were much younger, and hacl
the disadvantage of being carriers rather
than originators of the style, Accordingly,
in the matter of ¢uality, the exhibition did
not meel the expectations of either the par-
ticipating artists or the public. The best of
the painters in the exhibition sensed that
their art was not unique, but that it settled
too often [or casy solutions Lo tough prob-
lems and so The Field served not 1o begin
a new movement, but to fragment the one
that had only been in existence for a short
period of time.

ith obvious exceptions,
notably Robert Hunter and
Tony Tuckson, this rup-
ture would last 20 years
before a significant bocly of
abstract work would appear within the mi-
licu of younger artists in Australia emerg-
ing from the so-called "return to painting”
ol the 1980s. A recent survey of contem-
porary abstraction, On the brink: Abstrac-
tion of the 90s, staged at the Museum of
Modern Art at Heide, suggests that the
rekindling of interest in painting abstracl
y A%

pictures had its genesis in 1989, and that,
for the past 11 years, a group of dedicated
senior, mid-carcer, and younger Australian
artists have worked steadfastly o dimin-
ish the possibility of narrative content in
their works, instead allowing their work
(o variously function as contemplations of
color, texture, and form.,

Although the exhibition included
works by more established artists such as
Angela Brennan, Richard Larter, Robert
Owen, Robert Rooney, and Melinda
Harper, one of the artists 1o stand oul in

Robert Hirschmann, K's Hope, 1999, oil on linen, 122 x 122 cm. Private collection, Sydney. Courtesy of

King Street Gallery, Sydney.
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Robert Hirschmann, Southern Accents Exhibition (installation view), 1999, King Street Gallery, Sydney.

the exhibition was also one of the young-
est: Melbourne-based painter Robert
Hirschmann. The thick textured surlace of
his pulsating Mountain View (1999) re-
verberated with all the hallmarks of the
painterly Abstract Expressionism of the
1950s, yet Hirschmann's painting also re-
vealed a journey ol a different kind. The
painting toolk its title from the rugged
countryside the artist had been visiting
on a regular basis, thus revealing land-
scape tendencies Hirschmann had long
incorporated into his work.

Born in 1968, Hirschmann was still
at high school in South Australia when he
encountered a book that would change
his life, James Lord's A Giacometti Portrait.
Lord's book details his sittings over an 18-
day period while his friend, the sculptor
Alberto Giacometti, did his portrait in oil,
Early in the book, Giacometti claims “the
more one works on a picture, the more
impossible it becomes to finish it." This
statement becomes the essence of the
hool, an essence which Hirschmann was
1o take into his own art. ‘Tt was through
reacling that book that T came to under-
stand the process of painting.” he says.
“You don’t just paint a picture, You go
through a process, you have a relation-
ship with the picture that is ar once excit-
ing but also challenging. My first pictures
were figurative pictures, expressionistic
figures which had their genesis in Lord's
bool. They were all about the process of
dealing with paint, scrubbing it off, then
repainting. | didn't know Giacometti as a
sculptor then, T knew him as a painter.”

Hirschmann completed his studies
at the Liverpool College of TAFE in Sydney
in 1988, and ook up residence in Papua
New Guinea for 12 months, where his
paintings became very colorful and de-
picted the lush landscape which he found
himself surrounded by, “To paint a pic-
ture you hold an image,” Hirschmann says.
“If you're lucky you become that image,
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that's what I was dealing with, 1 visited
very remote areas where white people
were unknown, That power and strength
of everyday life in New Guinea was what
I bhrought hack with me. When [ returmed
1o Australia T was looking at the Austra-
lian landscape, using it to transkte that
power and strength Pd Tound in New
Guinea.” Hirschmann's paintings from this
period all deal with the Tandscape seen
not from «t horizontal, but a vertical per
spective, expressed in somber, muted cols
ors, with @ sense ol abstraction already
heginning 1o impregnate the work,

v 1992, @ major shilte had taken
place in Hirschmann's life. He
had completed his studies
the National Art School i Fast
Sydney and moved to the rural
environs ol Wedderburn, outside of
Sydney, resulting in o major change in his
palette. Choosing red 1o express himsell,
Hirschmann began to ‘contain’ the Land-
scape, representing it as an abstracted red
square of both horizontals and verticals
contained by the picture rame, “The ver
ticals trned into o square and the land
scape was contained within that square,”
lirschmann says, “The square was a de
vice to hold that image. Then, in 1993, 1
rraveled to New York, Tooking at the works
o Matisse, Agnes Martin, Morandi, and
Basquiat. When Fretomed o Australia |
kept pursuing the red, making big red
paintings for my next exhibition. A month
betore the exhibition T painted all the
paintings out with white, Tobliterated them
Al just leaving the red at the edges. With
just the red, the paintings
were abstracted landscapes,
but once the white went
over the top they became
purcly abstract pictures. Sud
denly 1 was dealing solely
with paint and the process
ol painting that Giacometti
had talked about”
Reaching his zenith
with Great White Australian
Dream (1997), Hirschmann
inverted what he saw as
landscape into absirac
planes of paimt. “There was
an clement of, not hiding,
Pt containing the mage,
putting a sheet over it,” he
savs, bowas making refer-
ences o landscape, 1o dust,
remembering as a child driv
ing through the outback,
seeing dust cover every
thing. But 1 was also grap
pling with pictorial cle
ments, The brushstrokes
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Robert Hirschmann, Envy, 1999, oil on canvas, 136 x 132 cm. Private collection, Sydney. Courtesy of King
Street Gallery. Sydney.

did reference the horizon line, Twas cres landscape, but also as an abstract image.”
ating the horizon line, not as aline, but Continuing this theme into his next
as s, expanding the horizon line as — body of work, Hirschmann relocated o
Melhourne at the begimning,
of 1998 and the following
vear mounted his most suc

cesstul exhibiton o darte,
Southern  Accents,  al
Sydney's King street Gallery,
Yelow replaced red as the
preponderant color in the
artist’'s palette, although
number of works in the ex-
hibition did still contaim red
undler-painting, visible at the
hare edges ol the pictures
“Ihose edges were Tike the
cddges of a page, an allow

ance for the viewer to getin
behind the picture il vou
like, " Hlirschmann says, The
pre-eminent work in the ex

hibition, however, was Ks
Hope (1999) a color ficld of
vellow paint suggesting that
Hirschmann  had  now
achieved his goal ol a purely
abstract picture, Yer the hori

TromiRs LRI 0 zontal brush o stokes re

were horizontal lines, all Robert Hirschmann, Great White Australian Dream, 1997, oil on canvas, 282 mained obvious and the fact
over horizontal lines which % 282 em. Private collection, Sydney. Courtesy of King Streel Gallery. Sydney. that the top and hotton of
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the linen remained bare indicated that the
artist still grappled with issues ol land

seape, Tewas sill a square, contained by
the canvas,” Hirschmann says, ‘T was push-
ing the painting outside the boundaries of
the square as a visual image, but it was
still a frame.”

is Sydney success quickly

brought Hirschmann the re-

alization that he needed to

mutate his style il he were

to perpetuate the break-
throughs he had made since his move to
Melbourne, His cold inner-city Brunswick
stucio had provided him the optimal lo-
cation to create such breakithroughs: now
his challenge was 1o maintain his stand-
ing at the forefront of contemporary ab-
straction in Australian painting. “T became
awire that T needed 1o break up the pic-
ture space I had created in those yellow
paintings,” Hirschimann says. “I had some
green paint lying around the studio, so
for my next painting, Zney (1999), 1
avoided brushes because [ knew that us
ing brushes would just push the paint
across the surface ficld. tnstead Tused my
hands 1o push wet paint into wet paint, It
was i very spontaneous, briel action and
I left it at that.,” Although £rey did com-
prise some of what had become
Iirschmann's signature image, the
painted square contained within the field
of the canvas, it differcd from his previ
ous work on many levels. Tt presented
itself as a purely abstract picture with its
thick, textured, painterly surface to be
read entirely in terms ol color, texture,
and form. The emphasis had shifted to
the sheer physical paint,

Envy was the painting which led
the artist into his most recent body of worlk,
amonumental serics of large, colorful, ex-
pressionistic, and painterly canvases lto be
shown at Melbourne's Span Galleries in
Novemberl. Tt is no coincidence that a
number of the paintings are titled alter the
polyphonic and, in some ways, discordant

music of jazz legend John Coltrane, since

these were the discordant sounds
IHirschmann had blaring in his stucio dur

ing the creation of master-works such as
Blue Trane (2000), “Ascension” Part T
(2000), and “Ascenston” Part 11 (2000).
These works represent a polyphony of
paint, and it is this, together with their
jazz-bascd titles, that ¢ncourages posi

tive comparisons with the so-called
Amcerican action painting of the 19508
and the 19608, the time when avant

garde moments in jazz were synchronous
with avant-garde moments in art. For 35
years, Coltrane's “Ascension” has stood as
a monument, either as the supreme, ec-
static statement of his musical liberation
or as his abandonment of all jazz wadi-
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Robert Hirsch n,

ion” Part Il, 2

0, ol and pigment on linen, 213.5 x 183 cm. Laverty

Collection, Sydney. Courtesy of Kalli Rolfe Contemporary Art, Melbourne.

ton. The same could now be said of
Hirschmann's art.

Championing the action painting of
Iofmann and de Kooning in 1952,
Rosenberg wrote, "Art as action r¢sts on
the enormous assumption that the artist
aceepts as real only that which he is in
the process of creating.” For Hirsehiminn,
this is now the reality of his ocuere, paint
is now free to do anything it wants, the
paintings themselves oy out with the
manic exigency of paint on their aban-
doned surfaces, “These paintings have no
direct reference 1o any particular artist,”
Hirschmann says, “They are simply my re-
sponse 10 a challenge to go somewhere
I'd never been before, T was dealing with
stuft called paint, and whatever paint was
available I painted with, T was enjoying
paint and sceing how Car T could push it.”

Although “Ascenston™ Part 1 and
“Ascension” Part ITstand as two of the raw-
estoand most coercive abstractions ¢x-
ccuted in recent Australian contemporary
art, itis the ancillary sparseness and sheer
beauty ol Blue Trane (2000), which rep-
resents Hirschmann's ultimate accomplish-

ment on his journey thus far, “Ihat paint-
ing splintered and evolved over a long
period of time," he says, “T'here was real
spontaneity in the large brush and broom
marks which were about strength and
boldness. [ wasn't particularly aware of
color as [ was doing it. It was only at the
end that I became aware of the variety of
color that I'd heen working with, You don't
know what's going to happen when you
put wet paint into wet paint, 1 only look
at the structure, at the fragmentation,
which can be related o the cacophony of
Coltrane and the cacophony ol paint, The
clrips are the nature of the process of paint-
ing, paint falls; paint drips. They are not
deliberate drips. They are just part of the
process of painting, I want the andience
1o he aware of that process and the unan
swered questions it raises, 10s not a (in-
ished painting, it never is.” A

Roger Taylor is the Melbouwrne/Adelaide
contributing editor for Asian Art News arnd
World Sculpture News. Ie also bosts a
weekly racio program on contemporary
culture on RRK in Melbowrne.
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