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IdrisMurphy
"ONE NEEDS to move awayfrom the Renaissanceway, the objecti
enlightenmentview of the world," saysIdris Murphy. "That everyday
oflooking at stuffis quite realisticand worthwhile (but) that's not the w
philosophicallyI relateto the world... you haveto try and form a new set
the collectionofSepikfuver
Thenaivework,indigenouswork,
languages.
and ail those other things give me other ways of thinking about that."
As a curator andwriter, there are few more privileged things thatyou
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to do than stepinto the working and livingspacesofartists. This
is so telling and insightful in terms of the work they do - it can show
an intenselypersonalvision is informed by the things with which t
surround themselves.

To walk into the home of Idris Murphy is one such experience.
is collection
ldrisMurphy
After25yearsofteaching,
byhimseifandhis
ofobiects,artworksandbooksassembied
in African
timetofocusonhisownpracticeinform theeverydaypracticeofpainting.$7allsarecovered
making
Anton
Bellenay,
prints
byJohn
and
paintings,
indigenous
work. Australian
- andturningoutmoreprovocative
fat
service.
every
adorn
and
sculptures
Ceramics
and
Matisse.
Tapies
is work for che eye to do, scanningacross the Plethora ofobjects, purring it
rogether and trying to deduce the role that this material plays in Murph
0 1 ld ri sM ur ph Yin si u dto
02 Latelo The DayMutawintii.2007,Acryticand cotlageon
bo a rd .3 0x 30 c m

working life. In the studio, works pile againstthe wails - Murphy's
and number of smallerworks bY other artists (Adrian Robertson,Jen
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04

Deser t Ro ad. 2007, Acr ytic a nd colL ag eon b oa rd ' 30 x 3 0cm
Siur t Nat ionat Park 5, 2007, Acr ylic and coLlageo n boa rd, 30 x 30crr

ia,.l

Caddle, a beautiful naive painting of Palm Beach
by an anonynous artist found in an op-shop, more
African and Papua New Guinean sculptures)
* informing, challenging and inspilinghis rvork' A
wall ofbooks, notjust on art but alsophilosophl',
poetry and religion, take up one corner. It's all
grist for the mill.

,i:

The way artists collect and the way they look
at art - either as in-rageor word - is cntirely
different to the rvay a curator or theorist rvould

..

look at art. It's a more intinate and Feltreaction;
it's about looking at the way things are made in a

i:,'..
at"

more philosophical andphysicalrvay. Some artists
can be hopeless talkir-rg about their or.vn work
(that s why they rnake the work in the first place)
but provide amazing ir-rsights and a completely
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of explainingthe work
unique',r,ay

artlst or

poet that thev like, admire and re

TAKINGTIME
"(I ve)run part ofrny life in orderto

tlme to

rvalk and r-rowI havetirne to rvalk," sqrs'
In Murphy'sstudio,onecantrack numberof
led to his
svstemsand paths he has pursued
rnost recent shor,r'of new paintings at

ng Street

200
Galleryin August-Septernber,
This showcamenot long afterM

made

the decision to take time out from
paintinglecturer at COFA, lvith this

as
k corning

after a good 25 yearsofteaching at rt schools
longong.
from the NAS to the University
iate\,
Wl-renI sawthis show',I wasstruck i
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doesn'thaYe
Beauty
in itsetf
an agenda
-we justrespond.
That'swhatmakes
ushumanandthe
of being
possibility
morehuman.Great
pictunesdo this.
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bywhat I sawasa breakthrough in his work,which hasbeenon a slowburn
for a number ofyears.The opportunity to paint full-time both in the studio
andon-sitewaspalpable.
"Time and continuity oftime, weekafterweek,time to think "' you can
spendthree weeksmaking a lot of dud things, sayingtheyk all crap,but
fle"rnt a hell ofa lot and now I'll take that learning into the next stage,"
saysMurphy. 'I felt that fthe paintings] had earnt their time in the studio
backand forth, turned around to the wall, looked at again'Theywerereally
gettingthere. I felt quite excitedabout it."
Itt a funny thing, time' In terms of the art world, the rush to get to a
point offinancial and cridcal massleadsto burnout or, at the very least,a
iensionbetween the need to produce and the needto maintain that production over a longworkinglife. It leadsto a steadygrinding out ofyoung
artistswho flit from sryleto style,medium to medium, while the old idea
thar painting - and especiallysomething like sitting down and painting
the l"nds."p. - is perceivedas something for the old guard' Indeed' the

landscapeis old, well-furrowed ground,
in this country.
"f'Working outdoors] is absolutelycrucial
my thinking and my work - to go out there l:
Ctzanne and all those old boys and make t
pictures,"saysMurphy.
'\What I don't do is paint a view ... now I
paint a seriesofthings that encompassthatv
Someworkand somedon't but I end up
on 6ve or six and keepreworking them, turn
them over ... that litde picture is as
as a big picture."

An artist like Murphy is becoming
challengingand provocativedue to the fact
theirwant, their needto stickat a subiect- in
case,the landscape - changes as aperson
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and as the artist changes.It is the landscapeasexperience,as something
both internal and external,asculture and nature.

VISION
OFTHE
LAND
'One of the things I want to conserveis solitude ... without being
confronted with stu6 human-madestufi evengreat human-madestu6,
but most ofitk not just a delugeofstuff... that justweighsyou down... out
in the desertyou losethat, you cant take it with you tltere and that's both
wonderful and frightening," saysMurphy.
Over thepastdecadeorso, Murphytworkhasbeen inminsicallylinked
with his work in the desert regionsof western NSW and further afield
through his dedicatedsupport andpardcipation in workshopsasfounder
oflmaginingthe Land InternationalResearchInstitute (ILIRI). Thedesert,
or eventhe idea ofthe "desert",is so paramount to the Australian visual
imaginingthat Murphy ispart ofthe lineageofAustralian non-indigenous
painters that seethe desertasa siteofmysticism and potential.
ofan indigenousviewpoint andvision ofthe land is also
The emergence
asapainterinthis country anyseriousartisthastogetaround
sometJ-ringthat,
or rhrough. This is at the coreofthese new works - away to incorporate the
greatwesternffadition that Murphy ispart ofand cant escape- with anew
direct depiction ofthe land basedon spirituality and meaning.
"I'm nor interestedin negatingmy way around [indigenouspainring],"
saysMurphy. "I thinkit isgoingtobe aproblem,youknow- canthewestern
tradirion sustainaviewoftheworld? I mean,PeterFuller usedto talkabout
'Williams and Nolan
rhis when he camero Australia verybriefly..,hesawin
and a few other peoplehe didn't know too much about the porcntial [or]
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the last great hurrah ofthe northern romantic
rradition...andI thinktheret alot oftruth in what
he said ... and I think it's going to be a problem
- it's not aproblem for me! I'm just laPPingit uP!
I'm not tryingto beindigenousat all, in the sense
of that's not me anlrway,but I m loving the idea
ofthe European,youknow, this greatwonderfui
traditionwhich I belongto,fusing fwith Indigenous
art] happeningright undermy nosein my lifetime!
And I canseethat asawholenewsort oflanguage
basefor contemporarypainting."

the living and working life of the artist. On t
reelscreeninginMurphy's mind, a steadyst
ofideas,writingand imagesebbsandflows,wi
the constant beinga need to rearticulate the
in new and dynamic ways.

In the end,it comesdown to producing
that hold their own placein the world and
move among us, that change as we change,

our friends change,as ideas or placeswe
held dear move away from the centre, like t
light changing from dawn to evening and t
sun hitting a patch ofgrass.

REIMAGINED
AWORLD
"Beautydoesn'thavean agendain itself- wejust
respond,"saysMurphy.'Thatt what makesus
human and the possibilityofbeingmore human.
NightSeries4, 2007,Acrylicand coltageon board,
3 0x 3 0 c m
06 RedJump Ups.2007,Acryticand collageon board,
3 0 x 3 0 cm
07 Nightseries 3, 2007,Acrylicand coilageon board
3 0 x 30 c m
08 DesertNight sky, 2007,Acryiicand collageon board'
60 x 5 0 cm
Ati imagescourtesythe artist and King StreetGatlery
o n Wi t t a am

AsMurphysays:"I justhaveto make
that is the best thing I can make."

Great picturesdo this."
The works of Idris Murphy give us a chance
to know that the possibility of Australian
landscapepaintingisn't exhausted- it's only just
beginning.Itweavesin andout ofsomanyhistories
andcontexts.ln Murphy'shead,thereisan amazing
exhibition that drawsupon hiswork andtiesit up
wirh the work that has inspired him. It reflects
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