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The Burn  2013  oil & acrylic on canvas  170 x 337cm

“Underlying this succession of moments which constitutes 
the superficial existence of beings and things, and which 
is continuously modifying and transforming them, one can 
search for a truer, more essential character which the artist 
will seize” Matissei

How rare it is to experience a body of abstract painting 
by an intelligent artist like John Peart - one who was 
committed to developing a radical language of infinite 
variations over four decades – so passionate and sure that 
his painting would remain vital and open.  

As a largely self-taught artist, Peart learnt his craft through 
the act of painting, nourished by voracious reading, looking 
and talking with his colleagues about art, aesthetics and 
philosophy. Although a modernist master like Henri Matisse 
might not immediately come to mind as a predecessor, 
Matisse was nonetheless important for “the momentous 
overhaul of modern painting he accomplished”,ii the serial 
nature of his work, his insistence on communicating truths 
about the essential experience of life and the continual 

experimentation that drove his art. Peart had discussed 
Matisse with his painter friend Alan Gouk, during the mid 
1970s when living in England, and would have agreed 
with Gouk’s view that “the great task for painting now, is 
to re-discover spatial resonance, as for instance Matisse 
achieves in ‘The Dance’, of a pressing, intimate spatial 
resonance in the colour - to get away from the feeling of 
painting as an impenetrable wall...”iii

As a collagist, Peart tore or cut up paper and reorientated 
paintings into grid panels. Like Matisse, who had told an 
interviewer that “the conclusion of a picture is another 
picture”, Peart concentrated on absorption in the process 
of painting and sought to avoid a particular style. By 
consistently painting over his older works he formulated an 
abstract clarity within a rhythm of constant transformation. 
Re-working older canvases, is also a way to condense 
intervals of time and embed a circularity in the work, and 
this fondness for repetition and seriality are qualities that 
featured in much Western art of the 20th century. 
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One variation sparked the next, one colour exploration 
led to another, creating the continuous sequence of 
interrelated imagery, and calligraphic deftness that we see 
throughout this exhibition. The energy in the work sparkles 
from the perceptive shifts and leaps Peart made across 
a wide spectrum of visual properties - for example the 
transparency and in- and - out of spatial focus of Fractures 
and Formations 2007, and the impasto and linear sgraffito 
of the Inscription series. By carving away at superimposed 
grounds Peart found that he could shape geometric forms 
in a spatially resonant field, ‘for the mind’s eye to roam and 
return’, as we see with his masterly Still Life 1995. 

Always there is a refined sense of tonal and chromatic 
vibrancy. Dusk Pink 1985 and Untitled 119 c1970s, blend 
imperceptible soft tones to achieve the fullest integration of 
harmonic form. “Pink is a strange colour …it has strange 
associations,’ he told James Gleeson. “But I love pink… to 
me its just red with white in it… there are so many different 
shades of pink. Some of my best paintings have been pink 
or brownish pink or dominant pink.”iv

Toas painting 1 2013 marked his first visit to the central 
desert to exhibit in Alice Springs with his painter friends.v  
In these complex paintings are shapes reminiscent of the 
rock pinnacles or termite mounds he had seen, which float 
over and under the interwoven linear pathways that map 
the visual field. The choice of title Toas - To Alice Springs 
shows Peart’s enduring pleasure in word-play, and indirectly 
references a particular place with connections to the work 
of his friends. Peart might also have been thinking of Toas, 
ochred wooden sticks produced in the early 20th century 
by Aboriginal people near Lake Eyre and described by 
some as markers placed in the landscape as a form of 
communication, encoding place names. 

On a painting expedition at Mornington in 2012 Peart 
flew over the deep gorges and folded rock formations of 
the Kimberley ranges in a helicopter. Observing the vast 
horizons and mesmeric colour perhaps influenced the 
planar configurations and spatial infinitude of the Night 
Cloud series of more than twenty paintings. Night Cloud 4 
2013, features a cut-out of funky cloud-shapes on a black 
sky panel. Below, a panel signifying the earth pulsates 

with a densely interwoven web of saturated colour. This 
is painting that fulfils Matisse’s belief “that colour helps to 
express light, not the physical phenomena, but the only 
light that really exists, that in the artist’s brain.” 

Returning home Peart emailed a response, “we saw 
distant mountain ranges come to life in the rising sun and 
then incandescent oranges and golds in the nearby cliffs. 
The following days were spent exploring the surrounding 
landscapes. I was keen to check out the termite mounds.... 
very sculptural with great variations in shapes, colours and 
sizes with the most dramatic a glowing earthy red.” 

The Burn 2013 has a rhythmic pattern of contrasting hillock 
shapes superimposed over an impasto of criss-crossings, 
familiar as a Wedder-burn ashscape, of white lines melded 
into the brownish grey and black of the burnt out bush. The 
spatial dynamic of the painting is one of movement, inwards 
to the underlying ground and outwards across the canvas, 
in a time-fracturing, pulsating rhythm, at once past and 
continuous. 

The idea of inner and outer space, the visible and the 
hidden embodied in brush marks of paint, suggests a 
comparison to the non-linear, multi dimensional, non-
western concept of time and space evident in Aboriginal 
art. In a photograph taken at Mornington, Peart captured 
an image of Wandjina paintings hidden on the highest 
escarpment. Conceivably his paintings are metaphorical 
odes to country and what he had felt there. This is after all a 
spiritual country inscribed in unfathomable time by creative 
beings with intrinsic song lines and the perpetual renewal 
of painting kept alive through the ceremonies of Aboriginal 
people. 

Peart initially thought his efforts on the camp were not so 
successful, but later he asserted, “something will unravel 
over time and I will find ways of incorporating what I saw 
there in my work.” Back in the studio he achieved this 
with absolute focus, leaving us with these works as a 
magnificent testament to his dedication to painting. 

Sioux Garside, Independent Curator

i Matisse In Search of True Painting edit Dorthe Aagsen and Rebecca Rabinow Yale University Press London 2012 | ii Terence Maloon Abstraction catalogue 18 August – 25 
September 2011 ANU Drill Hall Gallery | iii Principle, Appearance, Style, Alan Gouk A Career Survey by Mel Gooding 2009 | iv James Gleeson interviews: John Peart 26 October 
1979 | v Crossing Paths III a series of exhibitions with Roy Jackson, Ildiko Kovacs and Savanhdary Vongpoothorn held at Raft Artspace Alice Springs 20 July – 10 August 2013
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Toas Painting 1  2013  acrylic & oil on board  160 x 122cm



7

Night Clouds 4  2013  oil on board  104 x 109cm
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Tiru Blue  2011  oil on board  183 x 92cm
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Bongaree Block  2009  acrylic on canvas  61 x 98cm
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Day Trip  2008  oil on board  150 x 120cm
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Fractures and Formations II  2007  acrylic on canvas  72.5 x 140cm
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Rhythmweb  2007  acrylic on canvas  60 x 90cm
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Lopenwellsay  2005  oil on board  150 x 120cm



14

Inscription XVII  2000  oil on board  45 x 30.5cm Green Inscription  2000  oil on board  45 x 31 cm



15

Inscriptions I  2000  oil on board  38 x 38.4cm
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Inscription XXXI  2000  oil on board  39.9 x 32cmInscription XXXII  2000  oil on board  38 x 32.5cm
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Untitled 495  2005  oil on board  120.5 x 120.5cm
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Untitled 615  2000  oil on board  38 x 27cm
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Formations and Inscriptions XX  1998  oil on board  31.2 x 46.2cm
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Still Life  1995  oil & acrylic on canvas  205.5 x 160cm
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Untitled 369  c.1990’s  acrylic & oil on canvas  29 x 53cm
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No 5  1987  acrylic on canvas  122 x 290cm
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Dusk Pink  1985  acrylic on canvas  211 x 152.5cm



24

Untitled 119  c.1970’s  acrylic on canvas  73.5 x 38cm
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Untitled 442  c.1980’s  acrylic & oil on canvas  80 x 183cm
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Untitled 231  c.1980’s  acrylic & oil on board  30 x 61cm
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Lila I  1977  acrylic on canvas  54 x 61.5cm
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John Peart, 2000’s

John Peart (1945 – 2013)
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John Peart

Born 1945, Brisbane, Qld
Died 2013, Wedderburn, NSW

1993-1994 	 Painting, East Sydney Technical College 
1978-1986 	 Painting, East Sydney Technical College 
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1982		  Australian Paintings and Sculpture 1956-1981: A Survey from the Collection Art Gallery of New South Wales
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