








DESIGN BY RPBROWN

 

Th e lagoons of the Bight of Benin in West Africa. Th e Eastern cape of Jervis Bay, at Point 

Perpendicular. Th ese sentinels, and many others, are the inspiration behind the new paintings. 

Th e centrepiece canvas, Th e Blue-Ringed Octopus, is in a private collection in Perth. Other works 

are in collections in Sydney and London. A box 

of smaller paintings was taken to Perth 

by David Bromfi eld to show as a solo 

at his gallery, Th e Kerb. 

Currently I’m working on 

Five Seasons, a painting for George 

Kailis over fi ve panels spanning four 

metres. It’s about the seasons of the 

southwest part of Western Australia. 

During the past year he has watched 

the development of the oceanic landscapes 

and asked whether I could translate their 

style into a piece relating to the fi ve seasons. 

   Th e new novel progresses into a part of the book that becomes for authors, the ones I’ve spoken 

with anyway, a ‘knowing mystery’. You know what you’re doing, but of course you also do not. If I know 

too much of what I’m doing, the writing loses that tone that gives the characters their pesky life. 

Th e Equator is a comedy about an artist having the art kicked 
out of him by friendship with an old seadog, to be replaced with a sense of living; and with the 

clandestine way that our moments gather like moths in the night and become the glow of memory. Th is 

makes his art harder to bring off  well. Th e story is set in London, the Bahamas, Broome, Margaret River, 

Perth and Sydney. Th e project won funding from the Australia Council. I’m around halfway to completion.

Th e new radio drama, broadcast nationally on Airplay in September, Th e Tasman Angel 

from Hell, featured Paul Capsis as a storm that heads for Sydney with his Bird of Regret looking for 

the culprit who drowned his friend. Th e culprit, William Zappa, turns out to be a dealer in uranium 

whose cover was about to be blown by the drowned friend, a woman with whom he broke off  an 

aff air. Sydney’s great for storms, hail one moment, sunny the next, lightning, thunder, downpours 

lasting two minutes, subtropical heat, howling winds. And 

Paul Capsis’s voice is great for 
exactly all that mega-

stylish mayhem. 
How the idea clicked in my 

mind was seeing, for the 

fi rst time ever, so that 

it utterly stunned me, 

Capsis perform at the 

Opera House in Kosky’s 

Boulevard Delirium. 

Perform is not really what 

he did, it was more 
like he ate the Opera 
House whole. So in the play 

I thought he could eat the city whole 

as he searched for the uranium dealer. 

      Airlply has 40,000 listeners a week.

Also in September the ABC commissioned another Airplay. Th is time it’s William Zappa 

with the amazing Kerry Walker, who often did roles in Patrick White’s plays. It’s called 

Th e Oils and Mirrors of Dorothy Hoff koff . Dorothy is a society girl of fi fty-two 

who lives in Bellevue Hill down the road from the Packer mansion. She is well-known for being 

generous, unconventional, rude and kind, but she is generally bored with her friends because her real 

love of life is with the song and richness of the rural working class into which her maternal grandmother 

was born just outside Goulburn. Zappa plays Applecrumble, a failed security 
man. He tries to win back Dorothy Hoff koff  from a “lovely, grotty” fl ing they had eight years ago.

A completely new gig for me was when art dealer Tim Olsen fl ew me to Melbourne to write 

catalogue notes on two of his painters’ latest works, David Bromley and Matthew Johnson, two 

utterly diff erent and very good artists. Although I was buried in my own work, I accepted it because 

Tim has a great sense of style and humour and is absurd enought to be able to recall entire Noel 

Coward songs at the bar. But what I learned about myself from it after accepting was significant 

indeed. Half a century ago they asked T.S. Eliot why he consistently went to Auden for a fi rst 

opinion when he fi nished a poem. 

Eliot said it was because Auden had the knack of never, ever making suggestions 

based on his own predilictions but instead made suggestions based on what the work itself was attempting. 

I found I actually could point to signifi cant things in Matthew and David’s paintings for what their 

paintings were doing and not from what my predilictions are doing. Tim initially suggested we both go 

down there and make a scruff y time of it, but sadly he got busy and I went off  solo, but saw friends 

in Fitzroy after work anyway, including Shane Maloney whose latest book Sucked In is out soon.

Recently a New Yorker fl ew in from Moscow where 

he works, and came around with his wife to view the new oceanic 

landscapes. He the next day ordered my fi rst novel from 

Gleebooks. This is something that still induces 

     a grateful reverie, and here’s why. 

Ray Coff ey and Clive Newman at Fremantle Press 

launched Under a Tin-Grey Sari four years ago, 

doing a fantastic job. Th at privilege still ticks along 

today, just a few books here and there, but this little 

object you can hold up in your hand is the central 

reason behind so much of the good things that have 

happened since the launch. It made me a guest 
of the writers’ festivals around the 

country. Alan Dodge at the Art Gallery of Western 

Australia made it Director’s Choice at the gallery 

bookshop. It was shortlisted at the WA Premiers Prize. 

    And it found good readers who really got off  on it. 

Th e instinctive energy it gave, hoisted me from the inspiration of a sentinel like Shark Bay 

to a cracking night of performance fi re at the Opera House, working all the way across many cities 

and remote places on new ideas, both in painting and writing. Th is privilege has been helped along 

by thoughtful collectors and by thoughtful friends who have brought collectors to the work. 

Bennelong Point in Sydney where the Opera House stands would’ve been a quality snorkel 

in the pristine waters of 1616. But Dirk Hartog chose to turn left off  the main 

thoroughfare of the Indian Ocean and landed atop the crayfi sh colony of the time, opposite Steep 

Point, one of the most beautiful places on earth’s oceanic ramparts. Dirk’s contribution to the 

booming Dutch world of high fi nance of the age, along with many other intrepid seafarers, scouring 

the globe for wealth, helped to construct the sophisticated Amsterdam that forty years later would 

scoff  at Rembrandt’s Night Watch when it was presented for the fi rst time at an A-list evening

in the city centre. Of course today the Dutch master’s painting is Holland’s key artwork,         

       heavily guarded, heavily insured, heavily loved. 

But then, knowledgeable A-listers scoffi  ng at it might have been 

impossible that night had Rembrandt chosen something else to paint. If he’d 

chosen one of the stories of the old seadog merchant Dirk, perhaps a quite diff erent 

reaction might have dominated the evening. Had Rembrandt painted, 

instead, a rugged red cliff  dropping mercilessly to a strident blue ocean, the 

Amsterdam opening night crowd might have burst out laughing. Not from ridicule, 

their ridicule being a lust for the status quo, but from panic. Because that’s what 

Cartharrugudu does, it forces one to confront the realisation that 

one knows nothing. And my bet is Rembrandt would’ve painted 

             it with that vortex firmly in mind. 

           Copyright Wayne Ashton January 2007

     wayneashton.com
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