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Martin King
diary of lost souls 
 
On the surface of it, the lost souls that Martin 
King refers to in the evocative title of this exhibi-
tion, diary of lost souls are the avian species that 
populate his work – of which some are now ex-
tinct and many are threatened. The natural world 
has long formed a point of departure for King’s 
art and in this body of work we see a dense 
aesthetic and philosophical layering within each 
piece. Visual material from an array of different 
historical and contemporary sources is skilfully 
wrought together to create poignant meditations 
on environmental loss, and its looming impli-
cations for humanity. This discourse speaks to 
notions of interconnection – the fragile connec-
tions that bind ecosystems together and the 
catastrophic results when such vital connections 
break down, to which the human species is in 
no way immune. 
 
 Certain works feature images derived from the 
John Cotton sketchbook in the collection of the 
State Library of Victoria. 1Cotton was a British 
born naturalist and pastoralist who emigrated to 
Australia with his family in 1843 and proceeded 
to make studies of various birds he encountered 
between 1844- 1849. In King’s major works 
pages from the diary of lost souls (2022) and 
tree of life, journey of lost souls in twenty vol-
umes No 2 (2022) he pairs photopolymer gra-
vure etchings of sketches from Cotton’s book, 
printed on parchment yellow chin collé paper 
and grouped together to create the background 
upon which the large, silhouetted form of a tree 
is printed.  
 
  

This hybridised tree is based on an English Ash 
and a Peppermint Gum that live in Melbourne’s 
Fitzroy Gardens – an inner-city green space that 
was established in the late 1840s and 1850s. It’s 
no coincidence that this is the same period Cot-
ton was capturing native species in his sketch-
book. In these poignant memoriams the mighty 
tree becomes both a living sentinel and silent 
witness to the ghostly forms of Cotton’s birds. The 
tree’s disjointed, hybridised form a reminder of the 
violent collision of nature and culture that colonial-
ism engendered. 

 King’s large graphite drawings on drafting film 
offer a dense aesthetic melange of references 
taken from various artistic and literary sources. 
One such work, his Hazelhurst Prize winning 
strangerlands II contains references to William’s 
Strutt’s Black Thursday painting of 1851 held in 
the State Library of Victoria’s collection (and the 
subject of King’s 2017 Creative Fellowship at the 
Library), Ingmar Bergman’s film The Seventh Seal, 
an Iranian Illuminated 15th century manuscript and 
Goya’s Los Caprichos. However, in this and in the 
other two large works of similar format diary of lost 
souls, pages_21,22 (2022) and studies for diaries 
of lost souls (2023) it is the form and cultural sig-
nificance of the book that takes centre stage. 

Diaries, artists’ books, sketch books, notebooks, 
illuminated manuscripts, old novels – books in 
their many forms provide pivotal physical and 
symbolic material for these artworks. In some 
pieces King transforms second-hand hardcopies 
into the substrate for new works, printing over and 
embalming them in encaustic wax. Whereas his 



large graphite works feature imaginary books 
drawn in two dimensions. In diary of lost souls, 
pages_21, 22 a white-faced owl stares out from 
the book’s pages as it rests upon a sickle moon. 
Surrounded by skulls, silhouetted bird forms and 
other artistic references such as a detail from 
Albrecht Dürer’s engraving Saint Jerome in His 
Study (1514), King weaves history and land-
scape into an image that is reminiscent of an 
illuminated manuscript in its mesmerising use of 
pattern, mystical motifs and aura of the sacred. 
Human mortality, the transience of life and the 
meaninglessness of earthly possessions are 
notions alluded to in the recurrent vanitas image 
of the skull and bound up in the reference to 
Saint Jerome. Perhaps King holds out hope that 
humanity’s capacity for brilliance and wisdom, as 
symbolised by the book and the owl will be our 
salvation in the face of environmental collapse.

 The skull motif features prominently in studies 
for diaries of lost souls, where in Venetian red 
King sketches a large skull alongside an owl on 
the pages of another imagined book which rests 
upon a montage of four landscape studies tran-
scribed from Eugene von Guerard and Sydney 
Parkinson works. King’s small etchings of birds 
peep through the layers, giving the physical 
impression of a notebook and evoking its use as 
a repository for varied speculations and obser-
vations.  

 This work plays with the notion of the construct-
ed Australian landscape, and the mythologised 
space it occupies in the national imagination 
that has evolved from early representations such 
as these by Von Guerard and Parkinson. Again 
the owl, which is the Roman goddess Minerva’s 
bird, and its accompanying skull delivers an 

allegorical slant. The viewer is confronted with a 
wide-eyed reminder that all things pass, and with 
this an implicit plea to venerate the present.
In a series of Australian postal stamp inspired 
works, King emblazons invented and enlarged 
commemorative stamps with phrases like 
‘one-hundred tears’ ‘new world post hostage’ 
‘lost world’ and ‘unsuccessful species.’ Stamps 
which function as markers to celebrate a nation’s 
achievements, are here used to draw attention 
to a nation’s shame in an explicit subversion of 
nationalistic rhetoric.

 Works are sensitively drawn and meticulously 
observed. Yet alongside a sense of veracity to 
nature, each is composed to allow enough space 
between the layers for imagination to take flight. 
Heavy themes are executed with a poetic touch to 
form a beautiful lament for both the living and the 
lost. 

Marguerite Brown 
Director, Print Council of Australia
 

 1Cotton, John (1801 or 2 – 1849), Sketchbook 
belonging to John Cotton, with sketches and 
descriptions of birds and other flora and fauna 
indigenous to the Port Phillip District of New South 
Wales, [1844-1849].
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saved, 2023, etching, relief etching,  
hard cover book, 57x21cm
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edition of 3
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