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Lecture summary:

This lecture will consider the impact of the revolutionary and transformative movement of Cubism on Australian art
from the 1940s to the present day.

Described in 1912 by French poet and commentator Guillaume Apollinaire as ‘not an art of imitation, but one of
conception’, Cubism irreversibly altered art’s relationship to visual reality. ‘I paint things as | think them, not as see
them’, Picasso said.

By its very nature, Cubism is characterised by variation and change. Although there was no cubist movement in
Australia per se, its appearance in Australian art parallels its uptake and re-interpretation by artists internationally. By
viewing Cubism as a set of stylistic and conceptual discoveries, rather than as a style defined by a particular period,
we can trace the adaptation and evolution of cubist ideas and influences over successive decades and uncover its
ongoing relevance to Australian art.

In the early years, an interest in Cubism signaled a desire to be modern, a vanguard position taken against the
parochial predominance of landscape painting in Australia at that time. While early Cubism broke down the pictorial
subject, resulting in fragmentary images with multiple viewpoints and overlapping planes, the later inclusion of collage
elements such as newsprint and wallpaper into paintings (often referred to as Synthetic Cubism) was the beginning of
the idea that real objects could be incorporated into artworks, which opened up new possibilities for the treatment of
reality in art.

In the postwar years and through to the 1960s, Cubism’s fracturing of the pictorial surface was utilised by artists as a
means to uncover the inner meaning of form; or as Sydney artist Godfrey Miller said, ‘to pierce beneath mere aspect
of the world’. In painting, cubist ideas provided an underlying point of reference in the development of abstract
pictorial structures, though they merged with other imperatives current at the time, such as colour, form, musicality
and the metaphysical. In recent decades, when the global context of art is more accepted, some artists have looked
back to earlier, localised versions of Cubism, reflecting on Australian culture’s place in the world. The influence of
Cubism on Australian art from the 1980s to 2000s is varied and diffuse, as contemporary artists variously adapt,
develop, quote and critique aspects of cubist practice.
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