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Gareth Sansom’s
paintings stand out in
a well-curated survey
of Australian art,
writes Sebastian Smee

Cross Currents: Focus on Contemporary
Australian Art

M of G y Art, Sydney
Until November 26

ARETH Sansom, for my money

the most exciting painter in Austra-

lia today, has not shown a substan-

tial body of work in Sydney since

1993. In fact, in all these years he
has not shown much outside Melhourne.

SohkhtdusbnhCmstmb.lmmmv
at Sydney's Museum of Contemporary Art, is
reason enough for anyone who can to go see it,
even if it means getting to Circular Quay by
ocean liner (you've got until late November).

The cherry on the cake is that the show as a
mlekﬁmnleCumdbanhnStﬂngef itis
an d avowal of art that is
not just beautiful but intelligent, too.

Cmﬁmnuutbemwuhmuonham
of MCA shows surveying contempomry Austral-
fan art. The first, Meridian, I did not see: but the
second, Interesting Times, was a challenging,

show with a political theme and a wide
array of media, from painting and photography to
video and Installation art.

Cross Currents, by contrast, concentrates on
older artists whose caréers, in most cases, the
curator has followed for several decades. (Two of
them were born in the 19205 and three in the
?30s.) The emphasis is heavily on painting, with 2

photographis

admits is highly personal
But Sansom, as ever, :undﬂpm His paintings

beauty is but one of their strengths. These
are urgent works of art that dare to describe the
wwhngsomwmmt‘l‘hzvmhtpaaphm
ous, and quite ing But
what sets Sansom apart !mndhﬂpunmh
Jove with hectic, crowded canvases is that. even as
ummmummnomm

Iufiotic Agonistes is a triptych. Its central
pane] is loaded with references to the crucifixion.
The two side panels are punctuated with snippets
of text: *“Last New Year’s Eve he stayed up alone
sniffing amyl™, “It was there'’, “But it wasn’t
there'; and so on. The whole painting feels

MndldwhnwrmhbolhunbsumMH
is never psych ically neutral because Sansom
detonates pure form with literary and emotional
content that crackles and blisters
Agonistes, as Terence Maloon ex-

isa rial to

Just as there's na resolution to the relentless work

of the mind (except death). But the orderi

impulse is crucial Andin&nmspamung.thls
toa o colour,

\h:pesaleamlll;clomn! fonenip

now — sfter the poet’s brutish, seeth
creation,

, Sweeney
“No doubt there were other jarring, negative
things eating away at Sweeney Reed, apart from
his ill-starred name" Mlhommtu "Nluul
do and charm,

the individual parts and the whole.

Two af his four paintings here — The Keep
and Sweeney Agonistes — were included in a
Sansom survey show at the lan Potter Museum in

plains in the
Reed. The natural son of Joy Hester and Albert
Tucker, Sweeney was adopted by John and
Sunday Reed. The Reeds, Hester and Tucker all

underneath, he tried to make a career as an art
dm}u(Samomexhibﬁ:dnthnullaymlhe
early '70‘) dabbled as a ‘concrete poet' and

infused with a consciousness of being hunted
down, tormented. 1t describes a mind flirting with
its own extinction.

The Keep, with its strange pile-up of architec-

Melbourne last year. | raved about them then
and. revisiting them now, they only seem better
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l!':km Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, is no

‘The rest of the work in Cross Currents is much
less volatile. Instead, it invites us to bask in a set

SUE LOVEORGHE o P ﬁ‘
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grid-based paintings of Debra Dawes. Dawes was
born in Queensland and lives and works in NSW.
Here she has a series of tall, patterned canvases
that use horizontal strips studded with brightly
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One of the distinctive ch of her

patterning is her penchant for moire effects,
p with a d or rippled effect. If you

sensibility is
colour and her love for very subtle variations has

motif. He has rendered it — with utmost respect,
he insists — in dozens of paintings in different

Unfortunately, there isn’t room to single out each
of the 16 artists. But it would be crazy not to
ion the series of pes — one-off prints
made, in this case, using oil-based coloured inks
— by Elisabeth Cummings, one of Australia’s

greatest living painters.
Cummings, now in her 70s, is best known for
her landscape paintings and interiors. These
inue in the same vein, but the

sustained a Jong career. On the seesaw ball
and severe restraint, so

More involving. at least in this show, are the

change in medium adds something new: it lets
oodles of air and light into her patchwork
compositions of shifting. intangible, colour.
How much longer must we wait 10 see sizeable
retrospectives of work by artists such as Cum-

mings. Sansom and Binns?
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