CASE STUDY 1: AUSTRALIAN ARTISTS

Discuss how the artists have attempted to interpret their worlds and
experiences. Make reference to 2 artists (Trevor Nickolls and Gordon
Bennett).

Throughout history, artists have attempted to interpret their worlds and life experiences
through their work. This search to find meaning and clarity in their life, is particularly evident
in the works of modern artists, whose work is a representation of their experiences and
beliefs. Two artists who attempt to do this, and whose art clearly shows this, are Trevor
Nickolls and Gordon Bennett. Both are Australian artists, who are a mix of two very different
cultural backgrounds, being half Aboriginal and half Caucasian. Both effectively capture their
own insecurities and troubles in their works, and hence try and interpret their experiences
and the world around them. As a result, art becomes an extension of their own thinking.

Trevor Nickolls, born in 1949, explores the concepts of belonging and personal identity in his
work. Both these concepts were important to him, as due to his mixed cultural background,
he struggled with identity and belonging. Therefore through his art, a clear attempt at
interpreting his own position in the world, and his experiences growing up, is seen.
Consequently, his works are autobiographical, and self-expressions on a personal and
political level. His desire to be a part of the Aboriginal community, due to feeling alienated in
urban western society, is explored, particularly in his work ‘From Dreamtime 2 Machinetime’.
In this and other works, perspectives of both Aboriginal and Western people are conveyed,
and Nickolls responds to issues such as conflict, and isolation as a result of historical events.
His artmaking practice itself is a blending of the two contrasting cultures; he combines
traditional Aboriginal dot painting with drawing and painting. As a result of these practices
and his subject matter, as well as his unigue attempt at self-exploration, his works have a
biting edge and convey feelings of anxiety and emotional stress, despite appearing quite
dream-like. Many of his works also contain numerous metaphors, imagery, parallelism and
intricate detail. Through observing the work ‘From Dreamtime 2 Machinetime’, all these
ideas can be pinpointed. The work itself is a myriad of symbols. It depicts simplified
Aboriginal people in two different landscapes. The landscape in the top half of the image, is
a depiction of the Australian outback regions, with a high horizon creating the allusion of
spaciousness, and birds in the sky, a symbol of freedom. This juxtaposes the cramped urban
setting in the bottom half. The three figures in the urban setting, appear cramped and
unhappy, which is a nod towards the difficulty Aboriginal people have adapting to Western
society, and fitting in. The colours used in both landscapes also contrast, with warm earthy,
bright colours in the top half of the frame, and duller, cool, metallic tones in the city scene.
By depicting the top scene as a day scene, and the bottom one as a night scene, further
parallelism is created, and the differences are highlighted further. Nickolls has also chosen
to harness the Aboriginal side of his identity, by painting in the dot style. By halving the
canvas, and painting two different scenes, he attempts to convey the struggle he is faced
with, the conflicting identities and the pull of both societies. There is also a clear attempt to
convey his view on the contrasting cultures, both of which he has a connection to. It can also
be interpreted as an attempt to clear his thoughts, by depicting his experiences and world in
his art. It is clear, that through his artmaking practice, Trevor Nickolls attempts to decipher
his own world and the challenges of his personal experiences.

Gordon Bennett, born in 1955, was another artist who attempted to interpret the world and
his own experiences through his art. In contrast to Nickolls however, Bennett took a more
direct approach to this exploration, challenging the audiences views, as appose to merely
depicting his feelings. However, Bennett similarly attempts to connect to his Aboriginal side,
and his works are self-portraits of his own experiences. He attempts to interpret them
himself, and to encourage the audience to do the same. He seemingly rewrites Aboriginal
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history, through the use of heavy symbolism, and as a result, challenges injustice and the
construction of history. He too, appropriates western art and ideas, as well as occasionally
incorporating traditional Aboriginal painting styles into his work. His work offers another
viewpoint of history, and his pieces ask questions about audience’s perception of race,
citizenship and knowledge. Consequently his art is intellectual but aesthetic. Jean-Michel
Basquiat, an Afro American artist of a similar time to Bennett, was a major influence on
Bennett’s work. In his work ‘Notes to Basquiat’, the extent of this influence is clearly seen. In
this work, Bennett emulates the style of Basquiat, and adopts the skeletal figures, common
to Basquiat’s works, into the painting. Bennett acknowledges this influence, and it can be
brought down to the universality of racial experience. Basquiat himself explored the concept
of racism he experienced in America, and Bennett reinterprets his works, and copies
elements such as the layering of background colour, and the lists of words. The inclusion of
the words ‘mimic’, ‘duplicate’, ‘copy’, and ‘emulate’ in the list, are a nod towards Basquiat’s
influence, and toward the shared experience. However, the addition of Australian symbols
such as the word ‘true blue’, and Captain Cook’s hat, reinforce that Bennett is exploring his
own experience of the world, and the concepts of racism, culture and history. The
incorporation of words into his work, was an element that was very personal and conveyed
his experience well. Bennett said 1 realised early in life that language directs the perception
of its user, giving them ways to categorise, analyse and reify experiences.’ The inclusion of
this element was key to interpreting his own experience, and in conveying the power of
language. In his work, Bennett clearly attempts to interpret his world and his own
experiences, whilst also challenging audience’s perceptions.

In conclusion, both artists, Trevor Nickolls and Gordon Bennett, clearly attempt to interpret
and explore their world and their own personal experiences, through their art work. Both do
so in different ways, but in both cases, the audience is challenged and encouraged to rethink
their perceptions, as well as sympathise with them. Their art acts as a tool which they use
effectively to interpret, explore and challenge.

INTRODUCTION

Artists attempt to interpret and make sense of life through work.
Art is an extension of their own thinking.

Capture their insecurities & troubles in their work.

Try and interpret their experiences through their work.

Throughout history, artists have attempted to interpret their worlds and life experiences
through their work. This search to find meaning and clarity in their life, is particularly evident
in the works of modern artists, whose work is a representation of their experiences and
beliefs. Two artists who attempt to do this, and whose art clearly shows this, are Trevor
Nickolls and Gordon Bennett. Both are Australian artists, who are a mix of two very different
cultural backgrounds, being half Aboriginal and half Caucasian. Both effectively capture their
own insecurities and troubles in their works, and hence try and interpret their experiences
and the world around them. As a result, art becomes an extension of their own thinking.

PARAGRAPH 2 & 3 - TREVOR NICKOLLS
e Personal identity and belonging explored.
e Dot painting and drawing/painting combination.

e Response to world issues such as.
o Conflict.
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° Isolation as a result of industry.
o Autobiographical.
¢ Emotional stress and questioning brought across.
o Dream-like.
e  Self-exploration through work.
e Perspectives of both Aboriginal and western people conveyed.
e  Self-expression on a personal and political level.

e His own struggle brought across.

° Desire to be part of Aboriginal community, and feeling alienated in urban western
society.
. Doesn’t belong to either.

e  Work wither metaphor, intricate detail, imagery, parallelism.
e Biting edge to works.
¢ Feelings of anxiety.

‘From Dreamtime 2 Machinetime’

Simplified depictions of Aboriginal people.

e Myriad of symbols.

e Dot pattern (harnesses that side of his identity).

e Top half landscape in background, high horizon, space, freedom, birds and sun.
e  Cramped urban lifestyle below.

o Day v night (add to the parallelism).

e  Pull between urban society and tribal lifestyle (one with the land).

e Attempt to convey his view on the contrasting cultures (both of which he has a
connection to).

o Possible attempt to clear thoughts (interpret his experiences through the art making
process).

Trevor Nickolls, born in 1949, explores the concepts of belonging and personal identity in his
work. Both these concepts were important to him, as due to his mixed cultural background,
he struggled with identity and belonging. Through his art therefore, a clear attempt at
interpreting his own position in the world, and his experiences growing up, is seen.
Consequently, his works are autobiographical, and self-expressions on a personal and
political level. His desire to be a part of the Abo;iginal community, due to feeling alienated in

tSIx

© The School For Excellence 2019 www.tsfx.com.au Free Exclusive Online Resources



urban western society, is explored, particularly in his work ‘From Dreamtime 2 Machinetime’.
In this and other works, perspectives of both Aboriginal and Western people are conveyed,
and Nickolls responds to issues such as conflict, and isolation as a result of historical events.
His artmaking practice itself is a blending of the two contrasting cultures; he combines
traditional Aboriginal dot painting with drawing and painting. As a result of these practices
and his subject matter, as well as his unigque attempt at self-exploration, his works have a
biting edge and convey feelings of anxiety and emotional stress, despite appearing quite
dream-like. Many of his works also contain numerous metaphors, imagery, parallelism and
intricate detail. Through observing the work ‘From Dreamtime 2 Machinetime’, all these
ideas can be pinpointed. The work itself is a myriad of symbols. It depicts simplified
Aboriginal people in two different landscapes. The landscape in the top half of the image, is
a depiction of the Australian outback regions, with a high horizon creating the allusion of
spaciousness, and birds in the sky, a symbol of freedom. This juxtaposes the cramped urban
setting in the bottom half. The three figures in the urban setting, appear cramped and
unhappy, which is a nod towards the difficulty Aboriginal people have adapting to Western
society, and fitting in. The colours used in both landscapes also contrast, with warm earthy,
bright colours in the top half of the frame, and duller, cool, metallic tones in the city scene.
By depicting the top scene as a day scene, and the bottom one as a night scene, further
parallelism is created, and the differences are highlighted further. Nickolls has also chosen
to harness the Aboriginal side of his identity, by painting in the dot style. By halving the
canvas, and painting two different scenes, he attempts to convey the struggle he is faced
with, the conflicting identities and the pull of both societies. There is also a clear attempt to
convey his view on the contrasting cultures, both of which he has a connection to. It can also
be interpreted as an attempt to clear his thoughts, by depicting his experiences and world in
his art. It is clear, that through his artmaking practice, Trevor Nickolls attempts to decipher
his own world and the challenges of his personal experiences.

PARAGRAPH 4 & 5 - GORDON BENNETT
e Attempts to reconnect with Aboriginal side.
e Response to world issues such as:
° Injustice.
° Construction of history (how history | constructed after an event).
o  Self-portraits of his personal experiences.
e  Caricatured figures.
o Rewrites indigenous history (his own interpretation).
e Alot of symbolism.

e Show thoughts and identity.

e Challenge audience view on Aboriginal history (make them think) and about race and
citizenship.

e  Appropriates western art and ideas.
o Asks questions about perception and knowledge.

e Offers another viewpoint/perception of history.
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e His art is intellectual and aesthetic.
‘Notes to Basquiat’
e Basquiat was a major influence on his art making practice and style.

o Skeletal figures common in Basquiat’s painting are reinterpreted in his work (own
version).

e ‘Universality of racial experience’.
° ‘mimic’ ‘duplicate’ ‘emulate’ ‘copy’
e Layering of background colour and lists of words (borrowed).

e Addition of Australian symbols (Captain Cook’s hat, ‘true blue’).
° Own personal experience of culture, race and history.

o ‘I realised early in life that Language directs the perception of its users, giving them
ways to categorise, analyse and reify experiences.’

Gordon Bennett, born in 1955, was another artist who attempted to interpret the world and
his own experiences through his art. In contrast to Nickolls however, Bennett took a more
direct approach to this exploration, challenging the audiences views, as appose to merely
depicting his feelings. However, Bennett similarly attempts to connect to his Aboriginal side,
and his works are self-portraits of his own experiences. He attempts to interpret them
himself, and to encourage the audience to do the same. He seemingly rewrites Aboriginal
history, through the use of heavy symbolism, and as a result, challenges injustice and the
construction of history. He too, appropriates western art and ideas, as well as occasionally
incorporating traditional Aboriginal painting styles into his work. His work offers another
viewpoint of history, and his pieces ask questions about audience’s perception of race,
citizenship and knowledge. Consequently his art is intellectual but aesthetic. Jean-Michel
Basquiat, an Afro American artist of a similar time to Bennett, was a major influence on
Bennett's work. In his work ‘Notes to Basquiat’, the extent of this influence is clearly seen. In
this work, Bennett emulates the style of Basquiat, and adopts the skeletal figures, common
to Basquiat's works, into the painting. Bennett acknowledges this influence, and it can be
brought down to the universality of racial experience. Basquiat himself explored the concept
of racism he experienced in America, and Bennett reinterprets his works, and copies
elements such as the layering of background colour, and the lists of words. The inclusion of
the words ‘mimic’, ‘duplicate’, ‘copy’, and ‘emulate’ in the list, are a nod towards Basquiat's
influence, and toward the shared experience. However, the addition of Australian symbols
such as the word ‘true blue’, and Captain Cook’s hat, reinforce that Bennett is exploring his
own experience of the world, and the concepts of racism, culture and history. The
incorporation of words into his work, was an element that was very personal and conveyed
his experience well. Bennett said / realised early in life that language directs the perception
of its user, giving them ways to categorise, analyse and reify experiences.’ The inclusion of
this element was key to interpreting his own experience, and in conveying the power of
language. In his work, Bennett clearly attempts to interpret his world and his own
experiences, whilst also challenging audience’s perceptions.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, both artists, Trevor Nickolls and Gordon Bennett, clearly attempt to interpret
and explore their world and their own personal experiences, through their art work. Both do
so in different ways, but in both cases, the audi;nce is challenged and encouraged to rethink
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their perceptions, as well as sympathise with them. Their art acts as a tool which they use
effectively to interpret, explore and challenge.
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